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Preface

This volume is intended to be a comprehensive anthology of essays on the history of
African philosophy, ancient, medieval, modern, and contemporary, and on all the
main branches of the discipline, including logic, epistemology, metaphysics, aesthet-
ics, ethics, and politics. The chapters are nearly all new. They have been written in
such a way as to be reflective, enlightening, and useful to both students and scholars.
Methodological concerns as manifested in contemporary controversies among Afri-
can philosophers on the proper relations between the traditional and the modern in
their discipline have been addressed. But pride of place belongs to substantive issues
of philosophy as these have occupied the African mind in communal conceptions and
individualized cogitations.

Accordingly, this text will not only serve as a companion to a main text in a course
in African philosophy; it can also serve as the principal text at the graduate as well as
the undergraduate level. The reader will therefore find ample bibliographies appended
to most chapters. But this is not their only rationale. The discipline itself, of contem-
porary African philosophy, is in a phase of intense postcolonial reconstruction, which
manifests itself in print in many different ways. The availability of relevant literature
must therefore be a welcome aid to the curious. But even to the incurious outside of
Africa, who are still often frankly taken by surprise by the mention of African philoso-
phy, such notification of availability might well occasion the beginning of curiosity.
Teachers newly embarked upon courses in African philosophy will also be em-
powered by the same circumstance. They will find that the Introduction to this
volume was designed with their basic needs, though not only that, in mind.

It is a pleasure to specify my own helpers. My thanks go first to Professors
Abraham, Irele, and Menkiti for their help as advisory editors. Thanks go next to all
the contributors for their contributions. The call of the Companion often diverted
them from pressing pursuits. Last, but most lasting of all, my thanks go to Barry
Hallen for helping me with this work in every conceivable way from conception to
completion. His lengthy survey of contemporary Anglophone philosophy (see chap-
ter 6), which, more than any of the entries, gives this work the stamp of a compan-
ion, is only a sign of the lengths to which he has gone to bring help to me in
various ways. To be sure, without him, that survey would most likely have taken a
committee of at least five scholars.
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In a class of its own is my indebtedness to Blackwell’s technical staff. Without the
initiative of Steve Smith, Blackwell’s philosophy editor, in concert with inputs from
Professor Tommy Lott, the project would never have started. And without the
combination of patience and purposefulness on the part of his colleagues at Black-
well, Beth Remmes, Nirit Simon, and Sarah Dancy, it would never have been
completed. The completion was also facilitated by the extraordinary collegiality of
Professor Lewis Gordon through whom I had access to the facilities of the Depart-
ment of Africana Studies when I was Visiting Scholar at Brown University in the
summer of 2002.

Kwasi Wiredu
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The Postcolonial Situation

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 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. The most unmistakable
example, perhaps, of this pattern of activity was in the sphere of religion, where
mighty efforts were made by the missionaries to save African souls perceived to be
caught up in the darkness of “paganism.” But, at least, it did seem to them that
Africans had something somewhat similar to religion, and some of them actually
wrote books on African religion and even, in some cases, mentioned that subject in
their university teaching.

The position was markedly different as regards African philosophy. Philosophy
departments tended not to develop the impression that there was any such thing. I
graduated from the University of Ghana in 1958 after at least five years of under-
graduate study. In all those years I was not once exposed to the concept of African
philosophy. J. B. Danquah’s The Akan Doctrine of God, subtitled A Fragment of Gold
Coast Ethics, had been published in 1945. Yet for all the information that was made
available at the Department of Philosophy, that would have remained a secret to
me if I hadn’t made acquaintance with it in my own private reading in secondary
school. I do not now remember what else in the literature relevant to African
philosophy I knew by the time of graduation (1958) either by the grace of God or
by the play of accident, except for the bare title of Radin's Primitive Man as
Philosopher. However, when 1 ran across or stumbled over it, the word “‘primitive”
in the title put me off, and I stayed away from its pages until a long time after
graduation.

I do not say these things with the slightest intention of casting aspersions on my
teachers. They were hired to teach my schoolmates and me Western philosophy,
and they did that well. I remember them with the fondest feelings, not only because
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they gave us good mental training, but also because they were good men. In any
case, at the time in question, although there was a lot to research, there was little
to teach. The reason for bringing up these things is that they give some idea of the
kind of academic and pedagogic situation that faced the first wave of post-independ-
ence African teachers of philosophy. Ghana won independence from Britain in
1957. Independence for other African countries followed in rapid succession. In
1960 alone, 16 African countries became independent. Thus by the mid-1960s
there were significant numbers of post-independence African academics in various
universities throughout Africa. African Studies became a very visible feature of
university life in Africa, now with the participation of Africans in leadership pos-
itions. Certain African disciplines made immediate progress, as, for example, African
history and also African literature, in which there were early manifestations of
creative genius.

In African philosophy the situation was somewhat more imponderable. Unlike
the disciplines just mentioned, African philosophy was usually non-existent in uni-
versity departments of philosophy. If the post-independence African philosophers did
not start with an absolute tabula rasa, it was because some relevant materials were
available in the departments of anthropology and in those concerned with the study
of religions. We may note examples like Evans-Pritchard (1937); Forde (1954);
Herskovits (1938); Rattray (1923); and Smith (1950). African philosophers are
beholden to these authors among others for a certain amount of preliminary data.
But due to no fault of these authors, the works in question have tended to foster
models of exposition in African philosophy that have been the source of consider-
able controversy. The troublesome features of these models were the following.

First, they were narrative and interpretative but, as a rule, not evaluative except
indirectly. Their main aim was to explain, largely to foreigners, how Africans lived
by their ideas. Their philosophical relevance was due to the fact that some of these
were fundamental ideas regarding such topics as God, mind, time, causality, des-
tiny, freedom, and the good. In the field of religion, the evaluative element in these
accounts of African thought, which were generally (though not universally) written
by Christian authors, consisted in the presumption, carried by immanent implica-
tion rather than explicit assertion, that if an African idea proved to be irreducibly
incompatible with a Christian one, it was due for correction in the interests of
salvation. In anthropology, indications as to where validity or truth might lie often
came in the form of explanations of how given African modes of thought deviated
from those of the researchers concerned. Nevertheless, as far as their basic intent
was concerned, the texts were intended to be informative rather than speculative.
Investigations into the validity or soundness of the ideas were no intrinsic part of
the objectives of the researches.

Second, the accounts in question attributed ideas to whole African peoples, some-
times even to the entire African race. Information was, of course, collected from
individual “informants.” But interest lay in the beliefs of the communities to which
the individuals belonged and not in the thinking of the individual “‘informants.”
The case of Griaule's Conversations with Ogotemmeli (1965), in which exposure was
given to a named individual of an African society, is an (apparent) exception that
proves the rule. Wittingly or unwittingly, the impression seems to have been
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created of unanimity of belief among African peoples. Underlying this whole situ-
ation was the fact that the African ideas under study in the present context usually
existed in an oral rather than a written tradition of thought. The best way of
gaining information about those ideas seemed to be by interviewing living reposi-
tories of African world views and also piecing together information embedded in
proverbs, folktales, funeral dirges, ethical maxims, and the like.

When, by the force of historical circumstances, African teachers of African phil-
osophy found themselves relying on works of the kind just described, that reliance
soon bred, in many instances, unmistakable affinities of approach. Thus, in the
hands of some African philosophers, African philosophy was becoming hard to
distinguish from a sort of informal anthropology. An important difference between
the resulting literature and its precolonial antecedents was that the African philoso-
phers concerned wrote in a nationalistic spirit that brooked no nonsense about the
possibility of philosophical error within African traditional thinking. The ground of
dismay in the minds of other African philosophers with this development consisted
in the conviction that philosophy is not just a narrative, but also an evaluative
enterprise, the latter being an essential aspect of the discipline. On this view, phil-
osophers should not content themselves with just informing others of the ideas
entertained by their communities; they should also concern themselves with figur-
ing out, for their own enlightenment and, perhaps, that of others, what in them is
true, if any, and what is false, if any. Sometimes associated with this conviction has
been the opinion that philosophizing is such an individualized activity that it is not
plausible to suppose that whole cultures could have a common philosophy. There
has also been the suggestion that without writing you don’t really have philosophy,
for the discipline must go hand in hand with science, and without writing you do
not have science.

Paulin Hountondji

The person in whose writings all these reservations about the anthropology-like
approach in African philosophy have been united, which for convenience we may
call traditionalist, is the French-speaking African philosopher Paulin Hountondji.
Among Francophone African philosophers, he is the one who has had the most
impact on philosophical discussions in the world of Anglophone African philosophy.
The best-known presentation of his views is in his African Philosophy: Myth and
Reality (1996). He has, along with some Francophone African philosophers, used
the word “‘ethnophilosophy’’ as a kind of negative characterization of what I have
called here the traditionalist approach to African philosophy. The controversy that
Hountondji's critique of ethnophilosophy has precipitated has constituted quite a
large part of the concerns of contemporary African philosophy. That controversy
may be studied in quite a few books. I mention the following almost at random:
Appiah (1989: ch. 8); Appiah (1992: ch. 5); Gbadegesin (1991: ch. 1); Gyekye
(1987: chs. 1-3); also see the preface to the revised edition; Kwame (1995: Intro-
duction, chs. 1, 2, and 5); Makinde (1988: chs. 1-3); Masolo (1994: chs. 2, 3,
and 7); Mosley (1995); Oladipo (1992); Oruka (1990a); Serequeberhan (1991);
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Sogolo (1992: ch. 1); Wiredu (1980: chs. 1-4); and Wright (1984: chs. 1-5 and 8).
In this controversy, Hountondji's dialectical resilience has been much on display. But
he has not been averse to revision. In his contribution to the present volume (see
chapter 44), he adds extension to revision by demonstrating how the scope of his
critique of ethnophilosophy may be extended to comprehend the need to marshal our
indigenous resources of knowledge as a basis of scientific development.

Since I myself am often grouped together with Hountondji as belonging to the
anti-ethnophilosophy school, I might take the opportunity both to acknowledge the
basic correctness of the classification and to point out, however, that my own
reservations about the traditionalist approach are more limited than Hountondji’s. I
have no objection, in principle, to attributing a philosophy to a whole people, at
certain levels of generality. Nor, although I am all for a scientific orientation in
philosophy, do I define philosophy in such close intimacy with science as Houn-
tondji does. My main unhappiness with the traditionalist approach derives from its
insufficiently critical stance. Just as there was an element of implied evaluation in
the accounts of African thought offered by the anthropologists and specialists in
religion, there is an evaluation implicit in traditionalist accounts. The difference is
only that whereas in the former case, particularly, where the authors concerned
were Western scholars, the evaluations tended, by and large, to be negative, in the
latter they have uniformly tended to be positive. In itself, that is no problem. But
there are, among traditionalists, as hinted above, clear indications of impatience
with any suggestion, on the part of an African philosopher, that philosophical
fallibility might possibly be encountered in the thought of our ancestors or that
there might be some aspect of an African culture that could be less than ideal from
a philosophical point of view.

Traditionalists have tended, furthermore, to restrict the concerns of modern Afri-
can philosophy to issues having some connection with traditional African thought
and culture. But the modern world presents intellectual challenges which may not
all admit of such a derivation, and to abstain from involvement with them on the
grounds of a non-African origination is unlikely to prove a blessing to Africa in the
modern world. Should it occur to anyone to liberalize the restriction by requiring,
not that everything in modern African philosophy must have a connection with
traditional Africa but only that it should bear some relevance to Africa, it can be
shown that the new restriction is vacuous, for what makes Africa modern must
include her ability to domesticate any useful modern resources of knowledge and
reflection not already to hand. This is, of course, without prejudice to the need for a
proper sense of African priorities. On any judicious reckoning, such priorities will
include a careful study of African traditional thought. Thus one can be both sympa-
thetic to traditional (not necessarily traditionalist) thinking and sensitive to the
imperatives of modern existence. (See A. G. A. Bello’s forthright discussion of meth-
odological controversies in African philosophy in this volume, chapter 18.)

Indeed, what to do with modern issues and resources of philosophical thinking
not directly originating from Africa is one of the two main topics around which the
controversy on the question of African philosophy has revolved, explicitly or impli-
citly. The other topic is, of course, what to do with our inheritance of traditional
philosophy. Among Africans, there has not, contrary to copious appearances, been
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any question as to whether there is any such thing as African philosophy, but
rather how best African philosophy may be done. The question whether African
philosophy exists, taken simpliciter, has always, in my opinion, been an absurd
question. Any group of bipeds that are barely rational will have to have some
general conceptions about such things as, for example, what is meant by saying
that a person is virtuous or the opposite. It would be an extreme step indeed to
deny to the traditional African mind any tendency of a philosophical kind. Cer-
tainly, Hountondji does not take that step. He concedes at least that “we Africans
can probably today recover philosophical fragments from our oral literature”
(1996: 106). On the other hand, if we do not include in our philosophical program,
in addition to the study of our traditional philosophy, the investigation of modern
issues not dictated by traditionalist prepossessions, then the question whether there
is a modern tradition of African philosophy would continue to have at least a prima
facie relevance.

The Study of African Traditional Philosophy

But let us reflect for a moment on the study of African traditional philosophy. As
already noted, there is a conflict between the traditionalist and the anti-ethnophilo-
sophical approach, in regard, for example, to the need for a critical evaluation. But
there is a prior question as to how the traditional thought-contents are to be
discovered. One historic claim to such discovery was Father Placide Tempels's Bantu
Philosophy (1959). Tempels was a Belgian missionary belonging to the Catholic
faith, who ministered unto the Baluba of present-day Zaire (see Barry Hallen’s
survey of contemporary Anglophone African philosophy in this volume, chapter 6).
Tempels formed the impression, which in the circles in which he moved was quite
revolutionary, that those African peoples actually had a coherent philosophy and
that it governed their day-to-day living. Not, of course, that he thought much of the
validity of the Bantu philosophy. ‘“No doubt,” he remarked, ‘“anyone can show the
error of their reasoning, but it must none the less be admitted that their notions are
based on reason” (p. 77). He wrote the book to prove this revolutionary point and
to equip fellow missionaries with an insight into the thinking of the Bantu accurate
enough to facilitate their conversion to the truths of the Christian message.
Tempels’s book, which was actually published in the present English translation
by a group of African intellectuals in Paris, was received with considerable enthusi-
asm among some African scholars and others of the generation of Senghor. Senghor
was the first post-independence President of the West African State of Senegal, a
man of many parts, who was responsible for elaborating the philosophy of Negritude
to which we shall return below. That philosophy fell into disrepute, however,
among Francophone African philosophers roughly of the generation of Hountondji,
such as Marcien Towa and Fabien Eboussi-Boulaga, and has been one of the princi-
pal objects of attack in the critique of ethnophilosophy. Another principal target of
anti-ethnophilosophy has been Alexis Kagame'’s linguistic studies of Bantu thought.
In connection with Kagame, whose principal works, as far as I know, have not
been translated into English, an extremely important question arises, namely, to
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what extent do the characteristics of a natural language give any indications as to
the philosophical thinking of the people who speak it? Kagame (see chapter 16 by
Liboire Kagabo in this volume) thought that the Bantu languages were fairly
revealing in this respect, and he has been criticized quite considerably on this
count. But the constraints of language on philosophical thinking are notorious in
the Western tradition. Witness, for example, Bertrand Russell’s animadversion with
respect to the metaphysical notion of substance that “A great book can be written
showing the influence of syntax on philosophy; in such a book the author could
trace the influence of the subject-predicate structure of sentences upon European
thought, more particularly, in this matter of substance’” (1946: 225). Another book
could be devoted to the influence of the superabundance of abstract nouns on
European philosophies. Whatever the truth in this matter, it is plain that, although
language may not necessarily lead to the discovery of truths about reality, it can
lead to the discovery of some truths about the thought of an individual or a group
about reality. Language is, in fact, an essential resource in the discovery of the
philosophy embedded in an oral tradition not just in a lexicographical, but also in a
deep conceptual sense. It goes without saying, of course, that caution is necessary
in any recourse to language in this matter. Attention to the language issue is
evident in the following pieces of writing in African philosophy: Bello (1990);
Gyekye (1987: ch. 11); Masolo (1994); Sogolo (1992: ch. 1, sect. 3); and Wiredu
(1996a: chs. 7 and 8). In this volume, considerations of language assume an
evident importance in A. G. A. Bello’s “Some Methodological Controversies in Afri-
can Philosophy” (chapter 18), Victor Ocaya’s “Logic in the Acholi Language”
(chapter 20), and Barry Hallen’s ““Yoruba Moral Epistemology’’ (chapter 21).

To return to Senghor, his Negritude is, of course, a philosophy of black identity.
Senghor argued that black people had a particular way of knowing, determined by
their psychophysiology, which may be described as knowing by participation. In
contrast to Western ways of knowing, which, he said, analyzes the object, breaking
it into pieces, so to speak, African cognition proceeded by embracing the object. He
actually once said approvingly, in a lecture in Nigeria in the 1960s, that this
cognitive procedure ‘‘con-fused” objects rather than breaking them down; which
raised anxieties among some African intellectuals that this came a little too close to
making non-hyphenated confusion a congenital trait of the African psyche. To the
Francophone critics of ethnophilosophy, indeed, the mere postulating of a peculiarly
African mentality was obnoxious enough.

It is an interesting fact that keenness on the critique of ethnophilosophy has not
been as much in evidence among Anglophone African philosophers as among their
Francophone counterparts. (On philosophical thought in Francophone Africa gener-
ally, see Abiola Irele’s (1995) magisterial survey. Among Anglophone African phil-
osophers, the study of communal African philosophies has not evoked any
concerted outcry, and works such as Abraham (1962), Danquah (1944) or Idowu
(1962) remain highly esteemed, and rightly so. If Mbiti (1990) has been greeted
with considerable criticism, it has been mainly because of certain specific things,
such as its claim that Africans cannot conceive of a future extending beyond two
years, to which we will return below. In fact, the study of traditional communal
philosophies is a time-honored branch of African philosophy, with antecedents in

6



INTRODUCTION: AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY IN OUR TIME

the work of such historic thinkers as Edward Blyden, Africanus Horton, and Mensah
Sarbah. These thinkers are discussed briefly by Pieter Boele van Hensbroek in the
present volume in “Some Nineteenth-Century African Political Thinkers” (chapter
4) and at more length in his book Political Discourses in African Thought 1860 to the
Present (1999). More recent works of high standing in the tradition of Abraham,
Danquah, and Idowu are Gbadegesin (1991) and Gyekye (1987).

A notable fact about the books by Abraham, Danquah, Idowu, Gbadegesin, and
Gyekye is that they undertake detailed and in-depth exposition, analysis, and inter-
pretation of the traditional philosophies of specific African peoples of whose lan-
guages the authors have at least a first-hand knowledge. Also they eschew
unrestrained generalizations about the traditional philosophies of the entire contin-
ent. In one chapter, indeed, Gyekye ventures some continental generalizations, but
he is at pains to tender his evidence (1987: ch. 12).

The peak of such methodological circumspection is reached in Hallen and Sodipo
(1997). In this work Hallen and his late co-author Sodipo study, among other
things, the epistemological thought of the Yoruba of Nigeria in close collegial col-
laboration with traditional specialists in Yoruba medicine, language, and culture.
Their inferences and interpretations are based on copious quotations from the dis-
course of the traditional thinkers in question, who remain unnamed at their own
express request. The significance of the methodology of the two authors goes
beyond mere circumspection. It is a definite departure from the old procedure —
which elicited data from ‘‘informants,” veritable informational servants — about
African traditional thought. In the present method, traditional thinkers are brought
into the enterprise of expounding and elucidating the traditional thought of an
African people as authorities commanding respect in their own right. Hallen's
“Yoruba Moral Epistemology’’ (chapter 21 in this volume) and, on a greater scale,
his The Good, the Bad and the Beautiful: Discourse about Values in Yoruba Culture
(2000) are continuing fruits of that program of meticulous research.

One of the most remarkable results of the investigation under discussion is the
finding that Yoruba discourse lays down more stringent conditions for knowledge
(or more strictly, what corresponds to knowledge in the Yoruba language) than is
apparent in English or, generally, Anglo-American speech. In English-speaking phil-
osophy it seems to be generally accepted that somebody may be said to know
something, provided that she believes it, and it is true, and the belief is justified in
some appropriate way. By the way, the need for not just a justification, but also one
of an appropriate type, was pressed upon the attention of contemporary Anglo-
American epistemologists by Edmund Gettier, in a three-page article entitled “Is
Justified True Belief Knowledge?”” (1963). The control that those three pages have
exercised on recent epistemology has been, to say the least, tremendous.

On the showing of Hallen and Sodipo and their traditional Yoruba colleagues, a
further condition would seem to be indicated, namely, that the prospective knower
must have an eye-witness acquaintance with what is claimed to be known. This
difference in English and Yoruba discourse about knowledge does not seem to be a
matter that can be reconciled by mere verbal readjustments; it reflects different
valuations of cognitive data. Interestingly, the language of the Akans (of Ghana)
does not seem to carry any eye-witness imperative in its concept of knowledge;
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which must reinforce the need for caution in the generalized attribution of philo-
sophical persuasions to the entirety of the African race.

A project in some ways akin to that of Hallen and Sodipo, but quite distinct, was
pursued by Henry Odera Oruka (of treasured memory) in Kenya. In his research
into what he called ““sage philosophy,” he sought out individuals among traditional
Kenyans who were reputed for wisdom and noted for their independence from
foreign influences, and held (and recorded) long question-and-answer sessions with
them. In these encounters the sages expressed their views about various topics,
such as the existence and nature of God, freedom, justice, equality, and so on.
Oruka (1990b) published translations of these discussions together with the names
and even pictures of the sages concerned.

Already, this marks a difference between Oruka’s project and that of Hallen and
Sodipo. But a deeper difference is that Oruka'’s traditional collaborators, especially
those among them that he called philosophic sages, expressed their own personal
views and were sometimes quite critical of the communal thought of their society.
For example, some of them avowed atheism, contrary to the widespread impression
that traditional Africans are universally religious. Oruka’s work in this area con-
firms a belief which the present writer, for one, has entertained right from the
beginning, that among our traditional peoples there are original philosophers from
whom we may have something to learn. The work on ‘‘sage philosophy’”’ was not
the only contribution that Oruka, who died prematurely in 1996, made to contem-
porary African philosophy; but for that in particular we are all eternally indebted to
him. (For further discussion of the sage philosophy project, see Kibujjo M. Kalumba,
“Sage Philosophy: Its Methodology, Results, Significance, and Future,” chapter 19
in this volume.)

A point, which is obvious once you think about it, but which is easily overlooked,
is that African traditional philosophy is not coextensive with African communal
philosophy, for traditional thought, as is apparent from the immediately preceding
remarks, has an individualized component. Moreover, a communal philosophy is, in
any case, a kind of historical précis of the excogitations of individual philosophic
thinkers, usually, though not invariably, of unknown identity. Some of these would,
inevitably, have had views that did not conform to previously received notions.
There are, for example, in some of the deliverances of Akan talking drums some
cosmological paradoxes, which, in my opinion, suggest pantheistic views quite at
variance with the commonplace theism of Akan communal thinking (see Wiredu
1996a: 119-21). Looked at in this way the study of traditional philosophy becomes
more multifaceted than hitherto.

Mbiti and Time in Africa

Controversy is one of the marks of vitality in philosophy. In contemporary African
philosophy controversy has tended to be more about traditional African philosophy
itself than in it. Among the issues that have invoked discussions of the latter
category, pride of place belongs to the debate about the question of “the African
conception of time.”” This circumstance is thanks to Mbiti’s treatment of the subject
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in his African Religions and Philosophy (1990). The issue concerns his claims as to
the shortness of African prevision. In an exceedingly interesting discussion of what
he called the African conception of time, Mbiti asserted that, for Africans, time is a
composition of events, those that have happened, those that are now happening
and those that are about to happen, longest two years hence. What has not yet
happened or is not happening or has no likelihood of immediate occurrence falls
into the category of what he calls “No-time.” But if something will inevitably
happen within the recurrent rhythm of nature, then it belongs to “potential time”
(ibid. 16).

In spite of the window into the infinite future that his quaint notion of “potential
time”’ seemed to open up for the African mentality, Mbiti held that the African
conception of the future is so circumscribed by this overall notion of time that “any
meaningful event in the future must be so immediate and certain that people have
almost experienced it. Therefore, if the event is remote, say, beyond two years from
now . ..then it cannot be conceived, it cannot be spoken of’’ (ibid. 21). He adds:

In traditional African thought there is no concept of history moving “forward’” towards
a future climax, or towards the end of the world. Since the future does not exist beyond a
few months, the future cannot be expected to usher in a golden age...The notion of a
messianic hope, or a final destruction of the world, has no place in the traditional
concept of history. So Africans have no “belief in progress,”’ the idea that the development of
human activities and achievements move from a low to a higher degree. The people neither
plan for a distant future nor “‘build castles in the air.”” (ibid. 23; italics added)

On display in this quotation are the true, the false, and the doubtful in equal
measures. There is some truth here, for neither tidings of a future golden age nor
forebodings of an eventual cosmic cataclysm are heard of in accounts of African life
and thought. Moreover, to say that Africans do not build castles in the air is to pay
them a compliment that some, though perhaps not all, Africans, surely, deserve.
But to suggest that Africans do not traditionally plan for a distant future is to debit
them with an incapacity that some of them at least do not deserve. How could the
great empire-builders of African history have accomplished such objectives in total
innocence of long-term planning? In this respect, then, what we have from Mbiti
here is the opposite of the true. As it happens, moreover, Mbiti himself, in a moment
of inconsistency, declares, in effect, that he is aware that Africans can “act, plan,
and live...knowing that, for example, their ten-year-old child will be getting
married one day (though it does not matter whether this occurs after another ten
or fifteen years’ (ibid. 28).

As for the claim that Africans have no belief in progress, it is at best doubtful. Nor
is it absolutely clear what the belief in question amounts to exactly. In any case, it is
the view that Africans traditionally had no conception of the future beyond two
years that has scandalized Mbiti's African critics. Among the numerous discussions
of this matter one might mention the following: Alfa (1988); Appiah (1984); Gyekye
(1987: ch. 11, sec. 2); Masolo (1994: ch. 5); Oruka (1990a: 8, 9); Parratt (1977);
and Wiredu (1996b). See also Hallen’s “Contemporary Anglophone African Philoso-
phy” (chapter 6 in this volume). Of these, only Parratt is sympathetic to Mbiti. All
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these discussions, except Hallen's and Wiredu'’s, came before the second edition of
Mbiti's book. In the new edition (1990) Mbiti reacted to the hue and cry, but
retracted nothing. On the contrary, he added remarks, such as the last quotation
above, that made the original confusion even more confounded.

Yet, Mbiti’s basic claim that time, for traditional Africans, is a “‘composition’” of
events is extremely interesting metaphysically, and is worthy of investigation inde-
pendently of his problematic inferences from it. This view has a basic similarity to
Leibniz’s conception of time as nothing but an ordering of events. Two questions
arise immediately. Is the attribution correct? And is its content valid? Gyekye
(1987: ch. 11, sec. 2) powerfully disputes the accuracy of the attribution, as far as
Akan thought at least is concerned, and seems to perceive in that system of thought
an absolutist conception of time not altogether unlike Newton's. According to
Gyekye, “In Akan philosophy time is regarded as a concrete reality’” (ibid. 170).
Time “is held to have an objective metaphysical existence, so that even if there
were no changes, processes, and events, time would still be real”” (ibid. 171). This is
not altogether unlike Newton’s absolutist conception of time as something which
“of itself and from its own nature flows equably without relation to anything exter-
nal.” Newton famously opposed this conception to Leibniz’s relational view of time
in a controversy in the history of Western philosophy that was as important as it
was undignified. Neither giant has run out of followers, nor does the corresponding
issue in African philosophy resemble one that allows of easy resolution. The appar-
ent parallelism here between African and Western philosophies of time demon-
strates nothing, perhaps, beyond the fact that dissimilar cultures may sometimes be
faced with similar metaphysical options.

It must be acknowledged that the issues here, not only in regard to the validity of
the absolutist or the relational conception of time, but also in regard to the accuracy
of ascribing the one or the other to the Akans or their thinkers, are unusually subtle.
As to the latter, the following reason might, perhaps, incline one to attribute a
relational or “‘compositional’’ conception of time a la Mbiti to the Akans. The concept
of existence, as it functions even at the pre-philosophical level of Akan discourse, is
spatial, or even locative. To exist is to wo ho, that is, to be there at some place. (In
support of this conceptual claim about the Akan language, see Gyekye 1987: 179.)
Given this understanding of existence, it would be deeply paradoxical to speak of time
as existing, for it would then have to be at some place. And, whether or not the
Akans, notwithstanding any resulting incoherence, entertain an absolutist concep-
tion of time, it seems that a spatial conception of existence is not compatible with
such a conception of time. Thus if the spatial conception of existence is sound, one
option in the ontological elucidation of time is ruled out. But is that conception of
existence plausible? Considering the widespread reverberations that such a concep-
tion is bound to have in any system of thought, this question should challenge the
most earnest attention of all inquirers into the traditional philosophy of the Akans
and various other African peoples. If Alexis Kagame (1976) is right, the particle ho is,
interestingly, used in Bantu languages to perform the same semantic function as ho
in Akan. The Bantu, according to him, express “exists,”” by liho or baho, which means
“is there”” or “is at that place.” (Kagame, Rwandese philosopher, poet, and linguist, is
discussed by Liboire Kagabo in this volume — see chapter 16.)
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A defense of the spatial conception of existence on independent grounds, that
is, by means of considerations that do not rely on the peculiarities of one language
or culture as opposed to any other, does not strike me as an impossibility, but it
is not a priority here. Our motive here is to illustrate how the study of African
traditional philosophy is apt to precipitate issues of the most direct contemporary
pertinence.

Contemporary African Philosophy as Comparative Philosophy

Contemporary work in African philosophy has a certain richness deriving from its
unavoidably comparative character. This is due to the interesting fact that contem-
porary African philosophers belong to two cultural traditions, the African and the
Western. This can be an advantage, because working in more than one tradition
can broaden your mind by acquainting you with a multiplicity of fundamentally
different conceptual options. But it is also a problem, because African philosophers
came to be situated within the Western tradition through the historical adversity of
colonization.

Now, in colonial times, as previously noted, African philosophy was generally not
investigated in philosophy departments in Africa. It was left to departments of reli-
gion and anthropology, usually staffed by foreign scholars, to study African thought
as best they could. Unsurprisingly, the resulting literature often reflected the uncrit-
ical employment of foreign categories of thought.

Taken together, the circumstances noted define the following imperatives of
research for contemporary African philosophers. There is the need, first, to bring
out the true character of African traditional philosophy by means of conceptual
clarification and reconstruction and, second, to try to find out what is living or
fit to be resurrected in the tradition. To this might be added any insights that
might be available from the foreign traditions of philosophy with which Africa has
become associated by the force of historical circumstances. Of course, other trad-
itions too can be quarried with the same motive, the shortness of time being the
only constraint. At any rate, these imperatives have informed my own research
efforts.

In talking of the uncritical use of foreign categories in the exposition of African
thought, one is thinking of such categories of thought as are embodied in the
distinctions between the spiritual and the physical, the natural and the supernat-
ural, the religious and the secular, the mystical and the non-mystical, or, by way of
substantives, between substance and attribute, mind and matter, truth and fact, etc.
As T have argued in various places (see, for example, Wiredu 1996a: ch. 7), it is
questionable whether any of these distinctions corresponds to anything, at least in
Akan thought. A noteworthy fact, then, about the colonial accounts of African
thought is that although the authors often thought that they were explaining the
differences between African ways of thought and those of their cultures, they usu-
ally were, in fact, unwittingly assimilating African thought to that of their culture,
because they routinely formulated those accounts in terms of their own conceptual
frameworks.
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The Question of Relativism

If one has been used to thinking exclusively in languages in which such concepts as
the ones in question are embedded, it is likely to sound strange to hear it suggested
that they are not applicable in the thought of some peoples. But this is exactly why
exposure to such ways of thought can broaden the human mind. They challenge
one to rethink the fundamental categories of one’s way of thinking. This remark
assumes that it is possible to evaluate categories of thought across cultures; it
assumes, in other words, that conceptual relativism is false. Relativism in this sense
is the view that the soundness, or even intelligibility, of any set of categories of
thought is relative to its time, place, or context of origin. And this relativity is
intended to exclude the possibility of critical evaluation from the standpoint of
another time, place, or context. Relativism is, in itself, an issue of great interest. In
contemporary African philosophy it is an unavoidable one. The most obvious argu-
ment against it is based on the empirically verifiable biological unity of the human
species. A subsidiary premise is to be found in the actual fact of cross-cultural
communication among the peoples of the world, in spite of the well-known difficul-
ties of inter-cultural translation. (On both counts see Wiredu 1996a: chs. 2 and 3.)
In truth, any contemporary African philosopher or, indeed, any teacher or re-
searcher in African philosophy, because of the historically engendered cultural
duality noted above, is a walking refutation of relativism.

The notion of the cross-cultural evaluation of thought implies the universality, at
some levels, of some canons of thought. Such an idea is nothing short of anathema
to many traditionalists, for they are apt to suspect that African philosophy might
thereby become subordinated to Western philosophy. Accordingly, in such circles
“universalist,” especially as applied to a fellow African, is a term of reproof. It is not
clear that traditionalists wish to commit themselves to an unlimited relativism. That
would generate quite an unlimited inconsistency, for, in expounding African trad-
itional philosophy, they do not hesitate, either on behalf of their communities or of
themselves or both, to make universal claims, such, for example, as that every
human being comes to the world with a destiny apportioned to them by God. This
is, most assuredly, not intended to be true only of Akans or Yorubas, but of all
human beings everywhere. And, obviously, it would be high-handed to advance a
claim about all humankind, and then withhold from those not belonging to one’s
epistemic circle the right of philosophical comment. Anybody who consciously tries
to avoid such arbitrariness by total abstention from universal claims will quickly
find herself compelled to abandon philosophy in favor of some non-dialogical em-
ployment.

Yet in certain specific cases some form of relativism seems operative in tradition-
alist protestations. Suppose, for example, that someone were to comment that em-
pirical evidence is lacking for the proposition that our ancestors are alive and
kicking in some region adjoining the world of mortals. Such a person would be
liable to be met with the complaint that she is inadmissibly importing Western
canons of reasoning into a domain of African discourse that has suitable canons of
its own.

12
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Actually, in this debate the traditionalists have sometimes had some foreign aid.
One recalls, for example, Peter Winch (1964), in which he criticized Evans-
Pritchard (1934) for saying that the Azande belief that spiritistic forces can influ-
ence rainfall is not in accord with objective reality. (I use the word “spiritistic’ here
as an adjective formed from the word “spirits.” The plural use of “spirit” often
refers to semi-physical entities such as ghosts and other such apparitions. I reserve
the word “‘spiritual”’ for the Cartesian concept of a non-extended substance, what-
ever that means.) To return to Winch, his own view was that “what is real and
what is unreal shows itself in the sense that language has” (1964: 82). Evans-
Pritchard was thus trying, “on the contrary, to work with a conception of reality
which is not determined by its actual use in language” (ibid.). The implication
seems to be that the phenomenon of rain being brought on by pro-spiritistic incan-
tations is a reality determined by Azande usage. (One wishes that one could count
on such usage in times of major drought in Africa.) Although, on the question of
relativism, Winch himself was unhappy to be called a relativist, his doctrine seems
to be exactly such as to encourage relativistic talk. Whether this is the case or not,
there is no doubt that many African philosophers seem to regard relativism as an
avenue to philosophical self-respect. Barry Hallen is, therefore, right, whether or not
one agrees with him as to details, in devoting a lot of attention to the question of
relativism in his tremendous essay in this volume (chapter 6).

But what, one might ask, is wrong with relativistic talk? A preliminary answer is,
“It depends.” Suppose relativism is understood to mean that what is right, true,
valid, intelligible, is relative to culture. This immediately invites the question, “What
do you mean by ‘relative’ in this context?”’ One answer is that to say of a concept
that it is intelligible, or of a proposition that it is true, or of an argument that it is
valid is to say nothing more nor less than that it is used or accepted within a given
culture on the basis of criteria operative therein. The same applies, mutatis mutandis,
to judgments of right and wrong: The entire meaning of the comment that an
action is right is taken to be that it is approved of by some culture under consider-
ation. This is normative relativism, with a cultural scope. It does not actually follow
from this thesis that different cultures employ different criteria in their thinking. It
might, for all that is contained in normative relativism, just happen that all the
peoples of the earth use the same criteria with respect to some issues of thought or
conduct. But it is easy to see that where different peoples differ, there can be no
dialogue, if normative relativism is right. Under this dispensation, the most that a
potential disputant can do is to point out that some proposition accepted in his
culture is not accepted in another culture or vice versa. And that would be an end
of the matter, as far as intercultural communication is concerned. (It might, how-
ever, be the beginning of less benign forms of interaction, such as war.) The infelici-
ties of normative relativism are legion — I have discussed some of them in detail in
“Canons of Conceptualization” (1993) and ‘“‘Knowledge, Truth and Fallibility”
(1995) — but the fact alone that it is incompatible with intercultural dialogue in
conditions of diversity is a sufficient reductio ad absurdum of the theory.

However, relativity to culture can have another connotation. It might mean
simply that the ways in which certain aspects of life and reality have actually been
conceptualized and evaluated are relative to culture. Assuming relevant diversity,
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this means that certain concepts and values are not universal among the different
cultures of the world. This might be called descriptive relativism. It notices differ-
ence; it does not canonize it. It leaves open the possibility of dialogue among cul-
tures. Some, including me, might not want to call this relativism unless a suitable
rider is attached, but the intellectual state of affairs referred to is of the last conse-
quence. Intellectual relations between cultures have sometimes been marred by the
forced universalization of the modes of thought of a colonizing culture. This is
exactly what happened in the Western colonization of Africa. Accordingly, pointing
out the lack of universality in certain modes of conceptualization in Western phil-
osophy could be a first step in the clarification of an African mode of thought.
Another step would, of course, still await being taken, and that is the comparative
evaluation of both the African and the Western conceptions.

Hallen and Sodipo (1997) have argued that the English word “know’” does not
translate unproblematically into Yoruba, since ‘“‘mo,” the nearest Yoruba approxi-
mation, still requires eyewitness acquaintance. This implies that the degree of value
attached to eyewitness cognition is variable among cultures. But whether one
degree of valuation is better than another in relation to some shared human impera-
tive or not remains an open question. Similarly, as mentioned above, I have argued
that the modes of conceptualization embodied in such distinctions as that between
the physical and the spiritual, the natural and the supernatural, are not universal to
human thought, since they are absent from Akan thought (see Wiredu 1996a). 1
have also suggested, as a separate point, that those distinctions can be shown to be
incoherent on independent grounds, though the arguments need to be set forth more
fully than so far. Such kinds of African-illustrated limits to the supposed universality
of certain Western modes of thinking are more appropriate than cases such as the
Azande belief in extra-scientific rainmaking, which is discussed by Evans-Pritchard
and Winch. The reason is simple. Belief in extra-scientific rainmaking is not peculiar
to Africa; it has been known in Europe (and other parts of the world). The wonder is
why Evans-Pritchard and Winch saw it as an African problem. More generally,
contra-scientific, spiritistic beliefs are not met with in Africa alone. They are routine
in much Western thought. In Christianity they are even foundational.

Conceptual Decolonization

At all events, it is with regard to the more abstract concepts just mentioned that we
need to be most alert to the effects, on African thought, of the premature universal-
ization of certain Western modes of thought that came along with European coloni-
alism and evangelism. As matters stand now, concepts such as the physical, the
spiritual, the natural, and the supernatural lie at the deepest reaches of our thought
about life and reality — and I am referring to most of us African philosophers. For
that very reason, they are apt to be taken for granted. Suppose they should turn out
not to be coherent within an African conceptual framework. That circumstance
should lead, in the first place, to a re-examination of the resources of that African
framework of thought and, in the second place, to a critical review of the concepts
concerned in their own original European conceptual setting. However the exercise
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turns out, the results should hold two kinds of benefit. To an African, it should
bring freedom from any subjection to a colonial mentality in relation to the intellec-
tual issue on hand. To a Westerner, who, on observing the disputing of so funda-
mental an array of Western categories of thought, takes the opportunity to review
them critically, it should bring the satisfaction of having implemented the precept of
one of the most illustrious of his spiritual ancestors, who said that the unexamined
life is not worth living.

But let us return to the decolonizing effect. What is in play here is what might be
called conceptual decolonization. It consists in an African’s divesting his thought of all
modes of conceptualization emanating from the colonial past that cannot stand the
test of due reflection. This divesture does not mean automatically repudiating every
mode of thought having a colonial provenance. That would be absurd beyond descrip-
tion. What it calls for is the reviewing of any such thought materials in the light of
indigenous categories, as a first step, and, as a second, evaluating them on independ-
ent grounds. Of the indigenous categories of thought one can take appropriate cogni-
zance by simply trying to think matters through in the vernacular. To do this,
however, requires a conscious and deliberate effort, because if you are trained in
philosophy exclusively in a second language, it tends to become your first language of
abstract meditation. If, upon such a review, some Africans should become confirmed
exponents of some Western mode of thought, they would, of course, be within their
rational rights. The considerations leading to the sought-after intellectual liberation
merely enlarge our options, they do not decide them. For example, if an African
Christian, on critically examining his faith in the light of renewed attention to his
indigenous conceptual framework by way of his own language and culture, decides
that there are good reasons to retain the faith in Christ, philosophy cannot demand
any more than that of him. Due reflection, to be sure, could also lead to atheism. No
matter. After all, atheists were not unknown in African traditional society. For
example, some of Oruka’s traditional sages were atheists. To return to the African
Christian: there is one thing he cannot do in the face of the imperative of due reflec-
tion. He cannot say that he entertains his preference for the Christian faith over the
African one by faith. Since the question is “Why go with faith A rather than faith B?”
such an answer would only manifest a brazen resolve to persist in the unexamined life.

The need for conceptual decolonization in African philosophy is pervasive. Only a
few of the concepts that cry for a decolonized treatment have been mentioned. To
them might be added the following list:

Reality, Being, Existence, Object, Entity, Substance, Property, Quality, Truth, Fact,
Opinion, Belief, Knowledge, Faith, Doubt, Certainty, Statement, Proposition, Sentence,
Idea, Mind, Soul, Spirit, Thought, Sensation, Matter, Ego, Self, Person, Individuality,
Community, Subjectivity, Objectivity, Cause, Chance, Reason, Explanation, Meaning,
Freedom, Responsibility, Punishment, Democracy, Justice, God, World, Universe,
Nature, Supernature, Space, Time, Nothingness, Creation, Life, Death, Afterlife, Moral-
ity, Religion. (Wiredu 1996a: 137)

In regard to all these, the simple experiment of trying to think various issues
through in an African vernacular is likely to generate second thoughts about a lot
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of notions that have seemed intelligible or even plausible when viewed within the
framework of some Western system of thought. (I have discussed various issues
from a decolonizing standpoint in ibid. chs. 5-11. See, alternatively, Oladipo 1995.)
Of all the areas of African philosophy, the need for conceptual decolonization is
perhaps greatest in that of religion. In the present volume (see chapter 27), Oladipo
engages in the exercise of conceptual decolonization to good effect. The most im-
pressive antecedent in conceptual decolonization is to be found in p’Bitek (1970).
Bitek, one of Africa’s best writers was, in my opinion, also one of her best philoso-
phers. He is the subject of Samuel O. Imbo’s contribution to this volume — see
chapter 28.

The Concept of a Person

The study of African traditional philosophy provides many opportunities for concep-
tual decolonization. Approached from this standpoint, it can be quite enlightening
to both Africans and non-Africans in furnishing concrete embodiments of categories
of thought alternative to some Western ones. African traditional philosophies are,
perhaps, richest in ethics and metaphysics. In these areas of inquiry the concept of
God and the nature of human personality are the dominant issues. Concerning the
concept of God, see chapter 27 in this volume, by Oladipo. The concept of a person
is probably the topic that has evoked the most interesting discussions. There is a
basic similarity in the conceptions of a person to be found in the traditional thought
of many of the peoples of Africa. (See in this connection the late Kaphagawani's
contribution to this volume, chapter 25.) A human being is held to consist of a
variable number of elements, one of which typically might be called the life
principle, that is, that in a person whose presence makes him alive and whose
absence makes him dead. This is sometimes called in English “the soul,” but that is
incorrect, because in English-speaking philosophy the word “‘soul,” which is used to
refer to a kind of entity, is often used interchangeably with the word “mind.” But I
do not know of any African thought system in which mind is conceived as an entity
rather than as a capacity, namely, the capacity to think. The life principle, then,
being a kind of entity, cannot be identical with the mind.

This, however, is a claim of interpretation, and, as in all philosophy, has been
subject to controversy. As far as Akan is concerned, some of its interpreters, such as
Gyekye, my good friend and former colleague at the University of Ghana, have
defended the identification of the life principle (in Akan the okra) with the soul. He
has argued lucidly for his position in his Essay on African Philosophical Thought
(1987: ch. 6). For my part, I have sought to clarify my interpretation in various
writings (see, especially, Wiredu 1987). A simple consideration I have urged in this
connection is that mind — adwene in Akan — is never mentioned in any enumeration
of the entities that unite to constitute a person. If mind were thought of as an entity,
this omission would be totally inexplicable. Elsewhere (for example, in Wiredu
1996a: 121-3), I have given a less simple reason why the okra (the life principle)
cannot be interpreted as being identical with the soul: In Western discourse, the
soul is usually conceived as an immaterial entity. Such a conception is, however,
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inadmissible within any known Akan conceptual scheme. The reason is that exist-
ence in the Akan language is intrinsically locative, as we saw in an earlier connec-
tion. To exist is to wo ho, i.e., to be at some place. Since the soul, being supposedly
an immaterial entity by definition, does not occupy space, it is highly implausible to
suppose that such a leading idea of Akan thought as the okra could be equated with
the soul.

To return to the inventory of the constituents of human personality, the other
constituents of a person additional to the okra are even harder to characterize in
English. There is what might be called the individuality principle, something in a
person that is supposed to be responsible for the unique impression that he or she
communicates to others. And there is also an element that is thought of as the basis
of lineage or clan identity. Various subtle issues of a metaphysical character arise in
the discussion of these elements of human personality. (See chapter 25 in this
volume.)

However, from a more strictly traditional standpoint, ethical issues are more im-
portant than metaphysical ones in the characterization of human personality. A
person is perceived as definable only in terms of membership in a society. This is a
consequence of the communalistic character of African society. Right from the be-
ginning of socialization one is brought up to develop such strong bonds with large
kinship units that one comes to see oneself as necessarily bound up with a commu-
nity. (Recently, communitarianism has been much in the news in Anglo-American
philosophy. It is, however, not quite the same thing as communitarianism in African
culture. Dismas Masolo clarifies the differences in chapter 40 of this volume.)

Existentially, the link between the African individual and his large kinship affili-
ations manifests itself as a combination of obligations and matching rights. The
concept of a person, not surprisingly, becomes essentially normative: A person is
not just a certain biological entity with a certain psycho-physical endowment, but,
rather, a being of this kind who has shown a basic willingness and ability to fulfill
his or her obligations in the community. Personhood, on this showing, is something
of an achievement. It is only comparatively recently that attention has been called,
in contemporary African philosophy, to this normative character of the traditional
African concept of a person. In anthropology, however, Meyer Fortes, in the 1940s,
noted (1987) the normative dimensions of the concept of a person among the
Tallensi of Northern Ghana and other African peoples. In contemporary African
philosophy the locus classicus of the normative conception of a person is Ifeanyi
Menkiti's “Person and Community in African Traditional Thought’ (1984). My
views regarding the normative conception of a person are in substantial agreement
with Menkiti’s (see Wiredu 1992b; see also Wiredu 1992a). Criticisms of the nor-
mative concept of a person, as expounded by Menkiti, were offered by Gyekye
(1992). Later, Gyekye returns to the subject (1997: ch. 4), now agreeing in
principle with the normative conception, but disputing certain aspects of Menkiti's
elaboration of the idea. Menkiti, for his part, pursues further aspects of the norma-
tive conception of a person in chapter 24 of this volume. The dialectic, for sure, is at
work in our midst, and we can anticipate a synthesis.

There are some normative hints in the concept of a person in English-speaking
discourse. But they are quite peripheral in comparison with the normative
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dimension of the African conception of a person, which is part of its very connota-
tion. To note the contrast is, of course, not to prove validity either way. What it
does is to challenge cross-cultural evaluation. So much work for the future!

Morality

Talking of the normative concept of a person brings us naturally to the subject of
morality. In its narrowest sense, morality is universal. Dishonesty is bad, by defin-
ition, everywhere — China, Africa, Europe, America, etc. In this sense, morality is
the harmonization of the interests of the individual with the interests of the commu-
nity from a standpoint of empathetic impartiality, a fragile endowment of the
human psyche. Nevertheless, we can legitimately speak of African ethics or Euro-
pean or American or Chinese ethics. That refers to the systems of local rules or
customs by which a particular society regulates human relations. Confusion some-
times occurs because the words ‘“ethics” or ‘“morality’”’ are frequently used now
with the first sense, now with the second, without due notice.

With respect to ethics in the broad sense, it is easy to understand from what we
said in the previous section that African ethics would be of a communalistic kind. A
communalist ethic is one in which the interests of the individual are placed in a
reciprocal adjustment with the interests of others in the community with reference
to many specific circumstances of life and beyond the call of pure morality. Commu-
nalistic rules of conduct are a clear extension of the imperatives of pure morality.
Since both are defined in terms of human interests, the African ethic might be
called humanistic, as opposed to supernaturalistic. This contradicts the widely re-
ceived notion that in Africa morality logically depends upon religion. A number of
contemporary studies of traditional African philosophies of morals converge on this
point. (See Gbadegesin 1991: 67-8; Gyekye 1987: ch. 8; Kudadjie 1976; and
Wiredu 1991; also see chapter 31 in this volume: J. A. I. Bewaji, “Ethics and Mor-
ality in Yoruba Culture.”)

Africa’s Philosopher Kings

It is remarkable that the most substantive body of African philosophical literature in
early post-independence Africa was produced by the first wave of post-independence
leaders, notably, Nkrumah of Ghana, Sekou Toure of Guinea, Senghor of Senegal,
Nyerere of Tanzania, and Kaunda of Zambia. That was in response to the chal-
lenges of national reconstruction in the 1960s and 1970s. In a relatively short time
many of them produced political philosophies that reflected their understanding of
their own cultural heritage in combination sometimes with their appreciation of
certain elements of the political thought of the West. That Western input usually,
though not always, came from the thought of Marx and Lenin. This combination
was known as African socialism. Whether of a Marxist tendency or not, the African
part of the intellectual construct always consisted of the construal of African com-
munalism, of which mention was made above, as either an incipient or an idyllic
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form of socialism. Those of a Marxist persuasion, such as Nkrumah and Sekou
Toure, argued that the socialist potential of traditional African communalism could
only be brought to fruition through an infusion of Marxist dialectics. That socialism
was the form of social organization best suited to the circumstances of Africa was
taken to be proven by its assumed cultural authenticity and its supposed moral
merits. The same conviction underlay the socialist faith of those like Nyerere and
Kaunda who found Marxism unattractive. (Senghor’s position in this matter of
Marxism was quite ambiguous. He seems to have found aspects of Marxism highly
intriguing intellectually, but he was hardly addicted to it ideologically.) All the
resulting varieties of socialist experiments, however, brought little salvation to
Africa, and one wonders what Plato would have thought of such philosopher kings.
Nevertheless, their intellectual legacy demands a philosophical study. One recent
such study can be found in Gyekye 1997: ch. 5. Among other things, Gyekye
develops a considerable critique of the construal of traditional African communal-
ism as a form of socialism. In ‘“Post-Independence African Political Philosophy’ (see
chapter 17 in this volume), Olufémi Taiwo too takes the legacy seriously, though
not uncritically. (See also Gbadegesin 1991: ch. 7, and Wiredu 1998.)

The Question of Violence

A question that exercised the philosopher kings a great deal was the question of
violence. If anything, it is now of a more grievous urgency than before. Previously,
this question arose in two connections. First, those cognizant of the Marxist doc-
trine of the class struggle as a mode of struggle for socialism were moved to con-
sider whether that mode of struggle was necessary in the conditions of Africa.
Mixed feelings were apparent. Second, the question of the legitimacy of violence
arose in regard to the struggle for independence from colonialism and also for
liberation from white-settler minority rule in Africa. Here, most African thinkers
affirmed the legitimacy of armed struggle, though with varying degrees of anguish,
ranging from zero in the case of Franz Fanon to a very high degree of agonized
soul-searching in the case of Kaunda.

The liberation struggles are now all won, but the philosophical problem of violence
remains in Africa and everywhere else. Armed conflicts are raging in various parts of
the world. In Africa one has to deal both emotionally and intellectually with the
spate of military coups that have afflicted political life since the mid-1960s or so, not
to talk of the variety of ethnic conflicts in which lives have been lost on an unspeak-
able scale. Much of the problem, in my opinion, is due to the kind of democracy being
sought to be implemented in Africa. Trying to imitate majoritarian democracy in the
conditions of Africa’s ethnic stratification, which, at best, is what is being done, is a
tragic experiment from which Africa can hardly expect anything but the opposite of
salvation. Everything seems to indicate the necessity for fresh thinking about democ-
racy in Africa. Of course, social problems hardly ever arise from single causes, and it
will always be rational to explore additional possible causes and solutions.

Certainly the problem of violence in Africa seems somewhat more straightforward
in the context of the anti-colonial struggles than it does now. Still, writings on the
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subject raise questions of continuing interest. Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth
(1978) continues to be a strong incentive to reflection. The same applies to Kenneth
D. Kaunda’s The Riddle of Violence (1980). Kaunda’'s earnest reflections on the
“riddle” of violence have an eloquence and a poignancy that are not widely recog-
nized. The following publications, with the exception of Oruka’s book, deal in one
way or another with anti-colonial violence: Axelsen (1984: 237, 239—40); Fashina
(1989); Mazrui (1978); Serequeberhan (1994); Wiredu (1986). The late Oruka’s
Punishment and Terrorism in Africa (1976) was concerned also with the use in Africa
of state violence against citizens. Ali A. Mazrui's ‘“‘Nationalism, Ethnicity, and Vio-
lence” (chapter 39 in this volume) is an even broader study of violence with both
continental African and international ramifications. It is, perhaps, not too far-
fetched to see the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa as, among
other things, an approach to the problem of violence. The thinking underlying it
sought a mutual balancing of the imperatives of truth, justice, and reconciliation in
circumstances in which a single-minded fixation on justice would predictably have
generated violence of unpredictable consequences. Pieter Duvenage grapples with
the underlying issues in ‘“The Politics of Memory and Forgetting After Apartheid”
(chapter 42 in this volume).

The Question of Democracy

A connection was indicated between violence and democracy in Africa in the last
section. That alone is a reason for a concentrated interest in the subject of democ-
racy. But there are even more direct reasons for such a concernment. It is not lost
on too many people that one has a natural right of democratic representation. As
Francis M. Deng makes clear in his contribution to this volume (chapter 41,
“Human Rights in the African Context’’), this was not lost on traditional Africans
either. The question naturally arises as to what is the most suitable form of democ-
racy for Africa. It is becoming increasingly clear that the multiparty system of
politics that is currently being operated in Africa, though, of course, better than the
accursed one-party dictatorships of a few years ago, does not necessarily ensure a
suitable form of democracy. There are, therefore, currently, some attempts to think
out possible alternative embodiments of democracy. It is being remembered that in
many parts of traditional Africa, decision by consensus in the governing councils
ensured a veritable democracy without any analogue of the present-day system of
parties. The problem in contemporary Africa is how to devise a system that, unlike
the one-party regimes of the recent past, fully recognizes the right of free political
association, and yet does not rely upon a party-based majoritarianism in the forma-
tion of government. It is arguable that only some such system can peacefully
accommodate the complicated ethnic composition of most contemporary African
states. In regard to this problem of democracy and good government, there is still a
good deal of conceptual ground-clearing to be done by the philosophers. An issue
that cries out for elucidation is whether any decision procedure not based on the
principle of consensus could possibly ensure substantive representation for the
people. The concept of a party itself is one that calls for a careful scrutiny in any
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philosophical examination of the relation between democracy and the party system.
These are but a few of the conceptual as well as practical issues that African
philosophy needs to confront. The enterprise, if successful, might conceivably yield
benefits beyond the borders of Africa. I have discussed elsewhere (2001) some
issues of this kind; see also Gyekye 1997: ch. 4. My earlier discussion of democracy
and consensus (1996a: ch. 14; see also chs. 12 and 23), evoked a response from
Emmanuel Eze (1997). Ernest Wamba-dia-Wamba, at any rate in his pre-guerrilla
phase, had some interesting ideas in the direction of a non-adversarial form of
democracy in Africa (1996).

The controversy that raged in Africa from the 1960s to the early 1990s as to
whether the one-party system of statecraft is compatible with democracy is also
relevant to the issue of democracy and consensus. This controversy may be studied
in Mutiso and Rohio (1975): see Part VII: chs. 1 (Busia — contra), 2 (Sithole — more
or less neutral), 3 (Busia), 4 (Kaunda — pro), 5 (Nyerere — pro), 6 (Nyerere), 7 (Sekou
Toure — pro), and 11 (Ben Yahmed — ambiguous). This particular debate has been
eclipsed by the recent establishment of multiparty constitutions (against the designs
of resident dictators) in many parts of Africa with the help of international forces.
The demise of the one-party system in Africa must remain unlamented. But there is
an associated question that needs to be explored philosophically. The question is
whether there might not be a non-party form of democracy based on consensus,
which is more in harmony with most African indigenous traditions, and more suited
to Africa’s contemporary conditions. Indeed, it is a legitimate question, of interest to
all humankind, whether a non-party, consensual system of democracy would not be
a better form of democracy than the multiparty variety. But in Africa at the present
time it is a question that has a life-and-death urgency. Note that a conceptual issue
of considerable general interest arises here, namely, whether democracy, by its very
meaning, entails a multiparty polity. Not much attention, however, has been given
to this question, either in its African particularity or in its general applicability.

The question of democracy and the party system, by the way, provides an
example of how conceptual issues in philosophy can have practical, normative
consequences. For example, if it should turn out that democracy does not conceptu-
ally entail a party system, the demand for parties as a necessary condition of democ-
racy, which some Western financial authorities have made a condition of help, may
begin to seem less than well considered.

There are fully four articles on democracy included in this volume, contributed
by Edward Wamala (chapter 35), Joe Teffo (chapter 36), Ajume H. Wingo
(chapter 37), and George Carew (chapter 38). Together they constitute a quantum
jump in the philosophical literature, quantitatively as well as qualitatively. Philoso-
phy may yet assume its practical responsibilities in Africa. Ultimately, that may be
all the rationale it has anywhere in the world.

Dimensions of African Philosophy

The foregoing should give a sense of some of the dimensions of African philosophy.
There is the dimension of the traditional. This is multifaceted not only because, as
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we saw, it has a communal as well as an individualized component, but also
because it has multifarious media of expression. Access to it can be gained through
“communal proverbs, maxims, tales, myths, lyrics, poetry, art motifs and the
like” (Wiredu 1996a: 114). Art motifs are in some ways approximations to writing.
In some ways, indeed, they may have a vividness of message that a piece of
writing may not approximate. In terms of profundity, this is even truer of some
of the deliverances of African talking drums, which communicate abstract
reflections through riddles and paradoxes in the very midst of music and dance
(ibid. 15ff.).

This last observation brings us to the intimate connection between philosophy
and art, music, and dance in African society. This volume is indebted to Kofi
Agawu (chapter 32, “Aesthetic Inquiry and the Music of Africa’’), Nkiru Nzegwu
(chapter 33, “Art and Community: A Social Conception of Beauty and Individu-
ality”’), and Ajume H. Wingo (chapter 34, “The Many-Layered Aesthetics of African
Art”) for bringing this home to the reader.

To the dimension of the traditional, obviously, is to be added that of the contem-
porary. This is an evolving or, more strictly, an escalating tradition of thought and
talk by way of books, journals, classroom teaching, and conferences. A good indi-
cation of this dimension is writ large in Barry Hallen’s survey of contemporary
Anglophone African philosophy (chapter 6 in this volume). In truth, every contri-
bution in this volume is evidence of work in contemporary African philosophy. But
it might be convenient to group together here those more concerned with making
a point than with noting a traditional one. Additionally, we might note here those
that mainly discuss contemporary efforts at philosophic thinking. Such contribu-
tions need not, of course, be devoid of all allusion to traditional sources. Proceed-
ing almost in random order, we note Jean-Godefroy Bidima’s reflective survey
(chapter 46) of philosophy and literature in Francophone Africa. Engaged with
literature and philosophy also, but in an Anglophone direction, is Anthony
Kwame Appiah’s “African Philosophy and African Literature’ (chapter 45). The
intersection of philosophy and literature in Africa is more important than the
space available to it here. It deserves a whole volume to itself. As for the rest of
the contributions in the present category, it is sufficient barely to mention some of
them to get an idea of their scope and variety. We have Victor Ocaya, ‘“Logic in
the Acholi Language’ (chapter 20); Olufémi Taiwo, “Ifa: An Account of a Divin-
ation System and Some Concluding Epistemological Questions” (chapter 22);
Segun Gbadegesin, “Toward a Theory of Destiny’ (chapter 23); Safro Kwame,
“Quasi-Materialism: A Contemporary African Philosophy of Mind” (chapter 26);
Souleymane Bachir Diagne, “Islam in Africa: Examining the Notion of an African
Identity within the Islamic World” (chapter 29); Godfrey B. Tangwa, “Some Afri-
can Reflections on Biomedical and Environmental Ethics” (chapter 30); J. A. L
Bewaji, “‘Ethics and Morality in Yoruba Culture” (chapter 31); and John Murungi,
“The Question of an African Jurisprudence: Some Hermeneutic Reflections” (chap-
ter 43). Paulin J. Hountondji's “Knowledge as a Development Issue’ (chapter 44),
though already mentioned in an earlier connection, deserves to be mentioned here
again on account of the extraordinary importance of the ‘‘capitalization’ of indi-
genous knowledge systems advocated therein. It should be easy also to recognize
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contributions mentioned in earlier connections that belong here. At the least, all
the contributions dealing with music and art belong here. So too do all those in
the sections on relativism, democracy, Africa’s philosopher kings, violence, and
conceptual decolonization. Nor can one forget the contributions on individual con-
temporary thinkers.

A contribution to this volume that deserves special mention is Lucius T. Outlaw’s
“Africana Philosophy: Origins and Prospects’” (chapter 5). By Outlaw’s defin-
ition, Africana philosophy is philosophy by and in the interests of black peoples.
This, evidently, encompasses both African philosophy and philosophy as cultivated
by all peoples of African descent in the diaspora. (The diaspora qualification is
necessary, by the way, since otherwise, in light of well-known archeological
discoveries, the definition would cover all the peoples of the entire world.) As phil-
osophy is an essentially collaborative enterprise, this concept should open up, in the
imagination at least, vistas of cooperation between the Africans of Africa and the
Africans of the diaspora. Historically, that kind of interaction has been an objective
fact of blessed consequences. The most effective and influential African liberation
leaders, such as Leopold Senghor, Nnamdi Azikiwe, Kwame Nkrumah, Jomo Kenya-
tta, owed much of their inspiration, at the level of philosophy and ideology, to
figures of the diaspora, such as Aime Cesaire, Marcus Garvey, W. E. B. Du Bois,
Alain Locke, and others. In the converse of this flow of influence, Nkrumah had
considerable impact on the struggles of the peoples of the diaspora. Masolo brings
out the first direction of influence with particular clarity (1994: ch. 1). And van
Hensbroek explores the workings of the same flow of influence on the ground
in Africa in the nineteenth century (1999; see also this volume, chapter 4). There
is little doubt that in our own time more interchanges among all the worlds of
Africana philosophy will yield, to say the least, non-trivial results. Lucius Outlaw
has been responsible for much of what has been done so far in this area of
endeavor.

It remains to take note of the historical dimension of African philosophy. Théo-
phile Obenga’s authoritative chapter on ancient Egyptian philosophy (chapter 1 in
this volume) is a highly informative exposition of philosophical thought in a histor-
ically all-important part of ancient Africa. Similarly informative is Masolo’s survey
of African philosophers in the Greco-Roman era (chapter 2). The philosophers in
question — unsung ones apart — are Origen (AD 185-253), Clement (AD ¢.150-
¢.215), Tertullian (Ap ¢.155—¢.240), Augustine (Ap 354-430), and Cyprian (AD
200-58). An interesting question arises at once. These thinkers were Africans and
were responsible for a considerable body of thought. But did that formation of
thought constitute an African philosophy? This question poses a problem at all
because these philosophers, though African, thought and wrote within the context
of a Western tradition. Granted. But, in this respect, how different are they from
contemporary African philosophers? The answer is not as simple as one might, at
first sight, have supposed. Every point of differentiation turns out to be a matter of
degree rather than of kind. Contemporary African philosophers too, especially if
they are Christians, are in no wise innocent of Western influence. Perhaps the
greater difference is that the psyche of a contemporary African philosopher is
shaped by an African culture and imbued with a commitment to it. But, for
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example, Augustine’s consciousness was not untouched by his African roots, and it
is speculated that some of his views were conditioned by that circumstance. In the
final analysis, it is the degree of dedication to the advancement of an African
tradition of thought that must make the difference. Whether this is so or not, it
seems clear that, if the thought of Augustine, as also of the others mentioned along
with him, were to become a subject of sustained and prolonged interest among
contemporary African philosophers, it would ipso facto become part of African phil-
osophy in a quite stout sense.

The philosopher Anton Wilhelm Amo (1703-58), discussed in this volume by
William E. Abraham and Kwasi Wiredu (chapters 11 and 12), is somewhat like
St Augustine, but, if anything, closer to home. Born in Axim, Ghana, he was raised
in Germany and academically trained there. He was productive philosophically
within the traditions of German philosophy operative at his time. But his commit-
ment to Africa was explicit and repeated. He returned to Ghana and remained there
until the end of his days. His work invites African exploration.

By comparison with either Augustine or Amo, the place of Zera Yacob and
Walda Heywat in African philosophy is totally unmistakable. It has been known for
a long time that Ethiopia has a remarkable tradition of written philosophy. But it is
only comparatively recently that the literature has become easily available. The
enabler has been Claude Sumner of Addis Ababa University, ‘“Canadian by birth,
Ethiopian by choice.”” He has produced countless publications about Ethiopian phil-
osophy (see, e.g., 1974, 1976/8). His most accessible book is aptly titled Classical
Ethiopian Philosophy (1994). His essay in this volume (see chapter 9) is nicely
complemented by Teodros Kiros’s contribution (chapter 10).

Bearing interesting similarities to the status of the thought of the African philoso-
phers of the Greco-Roman era and that of classical Ethiopian philosophy is
the tradition of Islamic philosophy in East and West Africa. Souleymane Bachir
Diagne’s contribution, ‘Precolonial African Philosophy in Arabic’ (chapter 3), is
quite a groundbreaking account of that tradition. Its affinity with the tradition of
Tertullian, Augustine, and others consists in the fact that both are assimilations
of religious philosophies emanating from abroad. But one gets the distinct impres-
sion of a strong African self-consciousness among, for example, the West African
Islamic philosophers. That is impressive enough. But, according to Diagne, they
sometimes, at least in the north of Nigeria, wrote philosophy in Hausa, their ver-
nacular. This would seem to suggest that, in the matter of African purposefulness,
they sometimes went beyond at least most contemporary African philosophers who
write exclusively in some metropolitan language. The scholarly world is indebted to
John. O Hunwick and Rex Sean O’Fahey for (in Diagne’s apt word) ‘“‘exhuming”
Arabic texts in East and West Africa and getting them translated and published.
Diagne notes that two out of the six volumes projected in these two authors’ pro-
gram of publication on Arabic literature of Africa have been published (1994/
1995). What has come out already enlarges our idea of the historical dimension of
African philosophy.

When all the dimensions surveyed above are viewed together, our conception of
African philosophy in our time must be even more amply enlarged. With that
enlargement must come a legitimate excitement about future possibilities.
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Egypt: Ancient History of African Philosophy
THEOPHILE OBENGA

The Problem

It is a mere prejudice to believe that the philosophical epoch of humanity begins
first among the Greeks in the fifth century Bc. This prejudice implies that other
ancient people did not engage in speculative thought. Undoubtedly, speculative
thought transcends experience, but it always attempts to explain, interpret, and
unify it in order to systematize it. Speculative thought, using aphorisms, allusions,
metaphors, negative or positive methods, and dialectics, can be oral or written, and
it is necessarily connected with the problems of life. Thus philosophy can be defined
as “‘systematic reflective thinking on life” (Yu-lan 1976: 16).

The spirit of Chinese philosophy, Indian philosophy, African philosophy, Euro-
pean philosophy, and Maya philosophy can differ greatly in their treatment of a
subject, but philosophy always deals with human knowledge, and the elevation of
the mind. The future philosophy of the world must then take into account the great
speculative systems of all humanity.

Therefore, there is an urgent need to gain some acquaintance with the traditions
of African philosophy from the remote times to the contemporary era. I am going to
try to present the ancient history of African philosophy by bringing into focus the
speculative thought of ancient Egypt.

Method

African philosophy as a historical fact must be understood within a historical
frame. The origin, evolution, and development of African philosophy follow the
streams and currents of African history. The long history of African philosophy
has shown connections with other continents, chiefly with Europe, since the
Graeco-Roman world. In remote times African philosophy was mainly located
in the Nile Valley, that is, in Kemet or ancient Egypt, and in Kush (Napata-
Meroe). Philosophy flourished in Egypt from about 3400 Bc to 343 BC and
in Kush (also known as Nubia or Ethiopia by the Greeks) from about 1000 Bc to
625 BC.
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The task of the historian of philosophy requires valid methods for clarifying the
ideas, concepts, and speculations of the philosophers of the past, and to push their
theories to their ultimate conclusion in order to show their effectiveness. But the
historian of philosophy is himself to some extent a philosopher, because his work is
not only a mere historical investigation, but also a creative one. The historian of
philosophy thinks about the ideas and theories of the past. Thus the analytical and
critical methods of history undergo mutations to become a productive method of
philosophy.

The Question of Ancient Egypt

The question of the ancient Egypt connection with the rest of Black Africa was
opened to an intensive discussion involving opposing points of view in 1974 during
an international symposium organized by the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) held in Cairo and Aswan. Present were more
than 20 of the best Egyptologists in the world. All the outstanding scholars and
specialists at the Cairo symposium, although they took opposing sides about other
items, came, in spite of that, to agreement regarding the following significant
points.

First, Egyptian language as revealed in hieroglyphic, hieratic, and demotic
writings, and Coptic, that is, the old Egyptian language in its latest developments,
as written in the Greek-Coptic script, and modern African languages, as spoken
nowadays in Black Africa, constitute the same linguistic community broken into
several parts. Comparative grammar and the method of internal reconstruction
allow scholars to reconstruct certain features of the language spoken by the ori-
ginal, unseparated community, on the basis of corresponding features of the descent
languages. The comparative method in historical linguistics is still a valid method
for defining change and determining earlier forms of two or more related languages
to prove their precise relationship. Technically speaking, no scholar, using the
method of internal reconstruction, has proved objectively that the Semitic, Egyptian,
and Berber languages are descended from a common ancestor. The so-called ““Afro-
Asiatic family,” or “Chamito-Semitic family,” which has gained wide circulation,
has no scientific foundation at all. There is no proof of an ““Afro-Asiatic historical
grammar.” One may recall here what Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) called “the
prejudice of the prestige of the multitude,” that is to say, the supposition that what
everyone says must be true. In the human sciences “‘scientific’’ circles often make
claims not based on any objectively verifiable grounds but rather just on this kind
of prejudice.

Second, ancient Egypt was a flourishing ancient kingdom of Northeast Africa,
located in the Nile Valley, nowise in “Asia Minor” or in the “Near East.” The
Egyptian civilization of the Pharaonic period (3400-343 Bc) was intrinsically, that
is, in its essential nature, an African civilization, on account of its spirit, character,
behavior, culture, thought, and deep feeling.

As we know, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), who was not a his-
torian, but a great philosopher, stated in his lectures delivered in the winter of
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1830-1 on the philosophical history of the world: “Africa is no historical part
of the world; it has no movement or development to exhibit.... Egypt...does not
belong to the African Spirit’ (1956: 99; emphasis mine). This view of the Hegelian
philosophy of history has become almost a common opinion and an academic
paradigm in Western historiography. A great culture or civilization cannot be
produced by African (Black) people. Moreover, African people have never made
any kind of contribution to world history. Even some brilliant African minds
still accept as true Hegel's incongruous statement. In modern times the primary
document concerning the ‘“‘question’” of the ancient Egyptian connection with
the rest of Black Africa was, until the Cairo symposium, Hegel's Philosophy of His-
tory. Thus, it took one century and 44 years, from Hegel (1830) to the Cairo
symposium (1974), to change the paradigm installed by the German philosopher.
The Cairo symposium was, then, a turning point in African historiography and
philosophy.

Ancient Egyptian Concepts of ‘“‘Philosophy”

It was said above that philosophy could be defined as systematic reflective thinking
on life. There is not a single philosophy that could be excogitated except in relation
to life, society, existence, and universe. Even abstract reasoning about the condition
or quality of being nothing (‘“Nothingness”) still deals with something in the uni-
verse, since the universe is the totality of all that is. Human beings always need to
discern what is real, true, right, or lasting. Such insight is wisdom, because under-
standing what is true, right, or lasting necessarily elevates the mind. This is why
“philosophy’”” was understood by the Greeks as ‘“‘love of wisdom,” and ‘‘philoso-
pher’” as “lover of wisdom.” To philosophize was not just to speculate about life
and reflect on nature, but also to be engaged with love, intense desire, and strong
enthusiasm in the investigation of causes underlying reality in order to build up a
system of values by which society may live.

Philosophy is more important in its essential function than in its mere method-
ology as a critical or analytical inquiry into the nature of things. The basic notion
of philosophy in ancient Egypt referred precisely to the synthesis of all learning and
also to the pursuit of wisdom and moral and spiritual perfection. Philosophy in the
ancient times of Pharaonic Egypt was, then, a kind of pedagogy fielding the wise
teachings (sebayit) of the old sages, who were scholars, priests, and officials or
statesmen at the same time.

Indeed, the verb rekh (written with the hieroglyphic signs of ‘“mouth,” “pla-
centa,” and “papyrus rolled up, tied and sealed’) means “to know’ or ‘“to be
aware of’ but also “to learn.” Human beings know by learning, that is, through
experience or conditioning, schooling or study. The word rekh (when written with
the hieroglyph of a seated man) means “wise man,” that is, a learned man, an
erudite, a philosopher. Thus the concept rekhet (written with the hieroglyph for
abstract notions) means ‘“‘knowledge,” “science,” in the sense of “philosophy,” that
is, inquiry into the nature of things (khet) based on accurate knowledge (rekhet) and
good (nefer) judgment (upi). The word upi means “‘to judge,” ‘“‘to discern,” that is,
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“to dissect.” The cognate word upet means ‘‘specification,” “judgment,” and upset
means ‘“‘specify,” that is, give the details of something.

In the Egyptian language ‘“‘wisdom” and ‘“‘prudence” are expressed by the
same word: sat (the hieroglyphic determinative is very characteristic; it is of a
man with hand to mouth). Indeed, to be wise (sai) is to be prudent (sai); it is to
be almost “silent,” that is, sagacious in handling matters, and exercising good
judgment. Wisdom and prudence imply knowledge (rekhet) and the awareness
of the principles of moral conduct and sociable behavior. The wise man (rekh or
sai) grasps in his mind with clarity and certainty what is known distinctively
to him.

The wise man or woman, of course, loves truth (maat). He or she is shrewd,
marked by a keen awareness and a penetrating intelligence, because he or she
has received formal instruction. In the Egyptian language, the word seba (written
with the symbol of a ‘star’’) means, “to teach,” suggesting methodological
teaching and an arduous learning process, such as at school. To teach (seba) is to
open the door (seba) to the mind of the pupil (seba) in order to bring in light, as from
a star (seba). Egyptian concepts concerning the topic under consideration are
precise:

Seba: “‘to teach”

at seba: “‘school,” literally ‘“house of teaching.” (A famous school director was
Kemhu, who lived during the 13th Dynasty, 1782-1650 Bc. His statue from
Abydos is now in the Egyptian Museum at Cairo.)

seba, also sebaty: “‘pupil”’

sebayit: “‘written teaching,” “‘instruction,” ‘“wisdom,” also ‘‘pedagogy,” that is,
the art of bringing pupils from darkness to light in intellectual and spiritual life

tep-heseb: *‘correct method”

IR

This last methodological concept, tep-heseb, occurs in the very title of a scientific
text, the so-called “Rhind Mathematical Papyrus,” copied by the scribe and teacher
Ahmes in about 1650 Bc from writings dating from about 200 years earlier (see
Gillings 1972).

From the concepts clearly defined above, it is obvious that Egyptian thinking
created the terminology for the formulation of a system of abstract thought by
using a graphic and concrete symbolism. Egyptian thinking was graphic and ab-
stract at the same time. Pictures were used as symbols of thought. The tangible
signs, pictures, and symbols were related to ideas and meanings. They were, in fact,
semiotic structures. The Egyptians did develop a kind of semiology by studying the
relationship between signs and pictures, using material objects to represent some-
thing invisible or abstract. This is not to say that the Egyptian philosophers thought
“in"” graphic and concrete terms. They made use of graphic and concrete forms to
think abstractions. This may seem quaint for the modern mind, because of the
alphabetical system of writing. In fact, semiotic structures in hieroglyphic signs
were a fine equipment for precise abstract thinking. And the earliest abstract
terms for expressing transcendental ideas known in the history of philosophy
appear among the Egyptians of the Pyramid Age, that is, during the Old Kingdom
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(2686—2181 BC). One is referring to ideas, such as the goodness of God (nefer
netcher), moral obligation, and high ideals of social equity (maat). Notable also are
the ideas of human kingship (nesyt) and of the concept of the Supreme Principle, or
God (Ra), symbolized by the sun.

The First Definition of a ‘“Philosopher” in World History

The ancient Egyptians meant by rekh or sai a “wise human being” or ‘“‘philoso-
pher.” It was not just a question of words. Two thousand years ago in ancient
Egypt, without a doubt, the “inscription of Antef’ gave the first clear and distinct
statement conveying the fundamental meaning of a “philosopher.” This is a dem-
onstrable fact. The German Egyptologist Hellmut Brunner translates the “‘inscrip-
tion of Antef,” which gives the definition of a “philosopher,” as follows:

[He is the one] whose heart is informed about these things which would be otherwise
ignored, the one who is clear-sighted when he is deep into a problem, the one who is
moderate in his actions, who penetrates ancient writings, whose advice is [sought] to
unravel complications, who is really wise, who instructed his own heart, who stays
awake at night as he looks for the right paths, who surpasses what he accomplished
yesterday, who is wiser than a sage, who brought himself to wisdom, who asks
for advice and sees to it that he is asked advice. (Inscription of Antef, 12th Dynasty,
1991-1782 BC)

The heart ib, also haty, in the Egyptian language was conceived as the seat
of thoughts and emotions. The word for heart also meant “mind,” ‘“‘understand-
ing,” and “intelligence.” Reason, emotion, spirit, mind, and body were not con-
ceived as separate antithetical entities. Matter and spirit were not opposites in
conflict. Thus, in their inquiries philosophers can draw on all the resources of their
being, including reason and feeling. In this way they can expect to achieve
fulfillment.

The reference to being deep into a problem indicates that philosophical thinking
is a critical undertaking. Philosophy is not concerned with what is apparent, obvi-
ous, shallow, or insignificant. Thinking deep means dealing with substantial issues.
And what a philosopher does in life, he must do within reasonable limits, not at all
being subject to radical or extreme views. A philosopher champions moderate views
or judgments, as he or she loves truth (maat).

A great philosophical and scientific tradition existed in ancient Egypt. The
philosopher was regarded as one who could penetrate ancient writings and avail
himself of the instructions available therein. These works constituted a philosoph-
ical tradition, that is, a set of teachings (sebayit) viewed as a coherent body
of precedents influencing the present. The history of philosophy was thus already
a system of philosophy. Imhotep, Hor-Djed-Ef, Kagemni, and Ptah-Hotep in the
Old Kingdom (2686-2181 Bc) built the first philosophical tradition in world his-
tory. Their wisdom or philosophy did them credit, because a thousand years after
they had passed away they were still remembered with reverence:
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Books of wisdom (i.e. philosophy) were their pyramids,

And the pen was their child...

Is there anyone here like Hor-Djed-Ef?

Is there another like Imhotep?

They are gone and forgotten,

But their names through their writings cause them to be remembered.
(Papyrus Beatty IV, Verso)

Imhotep was grand vizier to King Djoser (2668—-2649 Bc), 3rd Dynasty. He was
also high priest at Heliopolis, the main city of the Sun-God, Ra. He designed, as
chief architect, the step-pyramid at Saqqara, which is the first construction in hewn
stone in world history. Hor-Djed-Ef was a royal prince, son of Khufu (2589-2566 BC),
4th Dynasty. He was connected with the greatest pyramid of Giza.

Women too were involved in the intellectual, scientific, and philosophical trad-
ition. Lady Peseshet was the first woman doctor of medicine in world history. She
lived during the 4th Dynasty or the early 5th Dynasty (2584 or 2465 Bc). Her
titles indeed included imyt-r swnwwt, that is, “‘the lady director of lady physicians.”
She was also a funerary priestess.

On the ancient Egyptian model, philosophers are not just critical analysts, schol-
arly minds able to read ancient texts. They must also be prepared to ask for advice
and look for the right paths. In addition, they must surpass their own performance
by conducting the investigation of causes underlying reality always in a detailed
and accurate manner. But beyond this, the philosopher must betake himself to
wisdom, that is, to what is true, right, and useful to the community. Thus, for
ancient Egypt, philosophy implies the critical building of knowledge, intellectual
penetration, and profundity, but also, and perhaps above all, modesty and moder-
ation, humility, and an endless desire for perfection. This is wisdom and still a valid
conception of philosophy today.

Hieroglyphic Signs and Philosophy

Plotinus (205-70 AD), Egyptian-born Roman philosopher and writer who founded
Neoplatonism, wrote during the third century Ap that the “Egyptian sages showed
their consummate science by using symbolic signs.... Thus, each hieroglyph con-
stituted a sort of science of wisdom.” On this showing, Plotinus considered hiero-
glyphs to be a writing system that recorded real things and ideas without confusion.
Apparently, hieroglyphs have no hidden and impenetrable mysteries. What hiero-
glyphs disclose is of unique interest in the intellectual history of humanity. There
are more than 800 hieroglyphic signs; they describe all the classes and categories of
beings and things held by creation. Hieroglyphs are the complete and systematized
conceptualization of all that is; they are an all-embracing knowledge of reality.
Egyptian hieroglyphs express the universe, as it is known and as it exists; they
mean, refer to, the totality of things. It is because of the universe that there are
hieroglyphs. In a sense, all things are hieroglyphs, and hieroglyphs are all things.
This is why it was impossible for the Egyptians to conceive the idea of non-existence
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in the sense of the absence of the existent. Since the universe is beauty, abundance,
plentitude, diversity, harmony, and unity, hieroglyphs reproduce by drawings all
these manifestations of the universe.

Everything is in hieroglyphs, such as, in random order, man and his occupations,
woman and her activities, deities, mammals, birds, amphibious animals, reptiles,
fish, insects, plants, trees, sky, earth, mountains, water, buildings, ships, domestic
and funerary furniture, temple furniture and sacred emblems, crowns, dress, staves,
warfare, hunting, butchery, agriculture, crafts and professions, rope, fiber, baskets,
bags, vessels of stone, earthenware, cakes, writing, games, music, geometrical fig-
ures, etc. Hieroglyphs, being about reality in all its diversity, also feature abstract
concepts, such as spirituality, consciousness, love, sexuality, happiness, beauty,
ugliness, rites, eloquence, loyalty, sovereignty, joy, life, power, birth, death, immor-
tality, motion, wind, knowledge, silence, wisdom, flame, light, day, night, darkness,
fear, alteration, smell, perfume, truth, justice, etc.

The hieroglyphic script is a most complete semiotic system — complete, that is,
systematic, and comprehending everything in the universe. Studying the Egyptian
hieroglyphic script is like being in communication with all that exists. The discipline
of Egyptology involves the learning of the Egyptian system of writing. Egyptian
hieroglyphic writing is found everywhere: on temple walls and columns, tombs,
sacred monuments, and so forth. Painted inscriptions do exist, illustrating the aes-
thetic sensibilities of the Egyptian scribes. Egyptian writing reached its full develop-
ment around 3200 Bc, and thereafter remained fundamentally unchanged for a
period of 3,000 years.

The universal human need for communication and self-expression was graphic-
ally crystallized in the Egyptian script, which sought to represent the form of
the universe itself. This is impressive from both a semantical and a philosophical
standpoint. Africans, at all events, must study the Egyptian language and script.

The Dynamic Character of Egyptian Thinking on “‘Existence”

Verbs expressing existence are not static but dynamic in Egyptian philosophy. They
are basically verbs of movement, stressing duration and referring to moments of
time. Verbs like ““to exist,” “to be,” “‘to be stable, enduring,”” and ‘“‘to become’” were
dominant in Egyptian speculation about life and the existence of the universe.

The verb wnn (unen): “to exist,”” “‘to be”

The verb wnn (unen), written with the hieroglyphic sign of the long-eared desert
hare, means ‘“‘to exist,” “to be.”” This verb expresses being or existence in a full-
blooded sense. Originally, it meant perhaps “to move,” “to run.” To be a true being,
something always has to be moving or running. Therefore, non-being is not.

This means that existence excludes illusion, delusion, and mere sense impression.
Existence is the prodigious dynamic of all being. The synthesis of rest (hotep) and
movement (shemet) is the entirety of being, and it is unalterable and indestructible
like the divine life. The concept of “‘existence’ is closely related to that of “‘eternity,”
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that is, the manner of being of that which may be called the perfect (nefer), that is,
the god Ra. Ra is the highest being, imperishable, eternal, possessing full reality,
that is, power, beauty, truth, perfection, and goodness.

“To exist” as duration is also a dynamic process referring to any point of time.
This is why one and the same sentence can be understood in a past, present or
future sense, according to the particular context and the intention of the text. For
example, the sentence wnn pt wnn. t hr. i (unen pet unen. etj kher. i) means:

“The sky existed when you were with me"" (Past)

“The sky exists, and you are with me’’ (Present)

“So long as heaven shall exist, you shall exist with me”’ (Future)
(Urkunden des aegyptischen Altertums, IV, 348, 9)

Existence, whether absolute or relative to some situation, is always a dynamic
process. The name given to the resurrected god Osiris (Usire) was Wnn-nfr (Unen-
nefer) meaning ‘“‘He who is continually happy,” or “He whose life was regenerated.”
Here, the verb wnn (unen) “‘to exist,” ‘“‘to be,” evokes the immortality of Osiris, who
died and was reborn. The main goal of human life (ankh) was to come to exist as a
good (nefer) divine being in order to become Osiris, that is, immortal and eternal.
The distinction between ‘‘being’’ and ‘“‘non-being”” was only a ‘‘semantical’ distinc-
tion. It had no ontological significance in Egyptian philosophy.

The verb d d (djed) “to be stable,” “‘enduring”

Columns in the temple stand; that is, they are stable (djed). But standing is viewed
as the result of a rising. The “‘standing’’ of the columns in a temple is not a static
image, because the mind is always thinking of the firmness and stability of the
columns as a process. Indeed, movement is conceived to be carried from the earth
to the sky through columns. This means that humanity, by building civilization and
spirituality on earth, must reach up to the world of Truth (maat) and eternity (djet).
The “being” of a column as it stands (djed) in its stability (djedet) is, in fact, analo-
gous to the cosmos itself. So, indeed, is the entire temple. The hardness of a column
is a revealing reality because truth (maat) constitutes the real (maa) being of the
column.

By the art of the sculptor, a statue (tut) is not something “‘static,”” as it is per-
ceived to be in Western thought. A statue is a living image (tut ankh), a real (maa)
becoming. Indeed, to carve (se-ankh) is to make life (ankh) itself as a real thing. A
statue comes to be a power; it is the localized existence of the power (ka) of some-
one. King Tut-ankh-Amon and his golden statues are all of them ‘“living (ankh)
images (tut) of Amon,” “an imaged life of Amon.” Everything described as durative
(djed) is, in fact, a dynamic expression of life, and a manifestation of truth itself.
Beauty (nefer) is not just an aesthetic category, but also the manifestation of a
transcendental force.

The pillar (djed) projected eternal life because it was a symbol of Osiris. As a
matter of fact, the Nile was but the source and visible symbol of that fertility of
which Osiris was the exemplification.
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The verb hpr (kheper) “to become”

The notions “learn” (rekh), “‘ignore’” (khem), and “love” (mer) imply continuity, but
“know,” “‘not know,” and ‘“wish’" are regarded in Egyptian grammar as definitive
occurrences resulting from “having learnt,” ‘““failed to learn,” “conceived a wish.”
Thus, as in some examples noted above, basically the same grammatical form is
used to express the continuity of a contemporaneous occurrence and the pastness of
a past occurrence.

Actually, at the beginning of the 12th Dynasty (1991-1782 Bc) the two verbs
wnn (unen) (“be’”’) and kheper (“‘become’) were used with a past reference and also
with a future or prospective reference. The following clause is an example of the
first usage: iret kheperu neb mery. ef kheper im. ef (‘‘the making (iret) of all changes
(kheperu neb) in which (im. ef) one may wish (mery. ef) to be involved (kheper)”)
(Urk, V. 4).

We must then devote special attention to this verb kheper not only because it
occurs very frequently in the Egyptian texts, but also because the grammatical points
discussed above are concentrated in this verb. The verb kheper expresses being or
existence in all its possibilities. It thus means both ‘“becoming” and “effecting.”
Included also in the meaning of the verb are the ideas of cause and effect. It is in this
sense of the verb that the creator says to himself, “I exist, and in me possibilities
become existents’ (kheper.i kheper kheperu). The existent exists because of the exist-
ence of the creator. The existence (kheperu) of the creator manifests (kheper) itself as
“becoming’’ and “‘effecting.”

There is no genesis, but co-genesis, in the sense that the existent exists by the simple
fact of its inner nature. Coming into being by itself (kheper. ef djes. ef ), the existent
brings out, at the same time, the entirety of existence. The one and the many are
interlaced by the same dynamic power of the existent. One implication of this is that
“matter” and “‘spirit”’ are two aspects of the same reality. Try to deal with “matter”
without “‘spirit,” and what you have is incomplete, because “matter’” and *‘spirit” do
not just lie side by side. They are inextricably connected together.

As an intransitive verb, kheper means ‘‘come into being,” ‘“‘change into,” “occur,”
“happen,” “be effective,” also ‘“‘go by,” *‘be past,” always with the idea of continuity.
Kheper also means, as noted earlier, “to exist,” ““to be.” As a transitive verb it means
“bring out.”

The dynamic character of kheper is generally clear. Its connotation contains the
unity of being, becoming, and effecting. Within it, the gap between becoming and
being is closed by virtue of “effecting.”” In the universe everything is full of power
(ka) and effectiveness (kheper). The ka is the dynamic essence of each existence or
being in the universe.

We can understand now the dynamic character of the ancient Egyptian concep-
tion of the world. Things do not have the fixity and inflexibility that we believe they
have. Things are changeable and in motion on the earth, in the sky, under water,
etc. The earth and the sky themselves move.
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The Egyptian Conception of the Universe

Because of the dynamic nature of its thinking on “existence’” and the universal
semiology of the hieroglyphs, Egyptian philosophy was of a solar and cosmic orien-
tation. The material sun was known as Ra, that is, the “sun-god.” Many deities
were associated in some way with the sun-god Ra, such as Ra-Atum, the creator;
Khepri, a winged beetle or scarab rising in the east; Horus, the son of Ra; Hor-akhty,
the Horus of the two Horizons; Amon-Ra, the god Amon of Thebes solarized.

In the beginning the sun-god as Atum or Ra-Atum had appeared from primeval
waters known as nun by his own power of self-development. Note that “‘spirit’ is
thought of here as a self-development of “matter.” The sun-god begat Shu, the
wind, and Te fnut, the first woman. Of these two were born Geb, the earth-god, and
Nut, the goddess of the sky, whose children were the two brothers Osiris and Seth,
and the sisters Isis and Nephthys. Osiris and Isis will give birth to Horus, the dynastic
divine falcon. The Pharaoh himself assumed the title “Son of Ra’ (sa-Ra) from the
5th Dynasty (2498-2345 Bc) onward. Maat, the goddess of Truth or Righteous-
ness, was a daughter of Ra (sat-Ra). The conception of Truth and Right occupied a
prominent place in thought about Aton, a solar deity. Hathor, the goddess of beauty,
love, dance, and music, was the “eye of Ra.”” The pyramid was the chief symbol of
the sun-god Ra. It was believed to help the Pharaoh in his transition from the
earthly to the celestial realm.

In the philosophy of the ancient Egyptians these elements of myth and cosmog-
ony contain their basic ideas about the world.

The modern European mind conceives of “‘chaos’” and ‘‘cosmos’ as antithetical
concepts. Chaos is defined as a disorderly mass, a jumble that existed before the ordered
universe, the cosmos. On the other hand, for the Egyptian mind, there is no such thing
as chaos in this sense. In the beginning there was primordial space and time, the Nun,
from which the sun-god Ra emerged by his own energy to start the existence of all
beings. Nun, the primeval flood or water, was a god, existing before the sky came forth
(kheper), before the earth came forth, before humans came forth, before the multitude
of gods were born, and before death came forth (Pyramid Texts, §§1466-8).

The sun-god’s life-giving power brought forth (kheper) all in existence, and his
creative power continues to bring forth (kheper) life and force even in “inanimate”
things. This life-giving power of Ra is the constant source of life and sustenance. Ra
is present on earth as a beneficent power; the Pharaoh, son of Ra, expresses his
own consciousness of the god’s presence by performing rituals in the temple.

In Egyptian philosophy, therefore, Nun is the primordial element that existed
prior to creation and Ra the source of life and rationality. These cosmological
concepts are original with the ancient Egyptians.

The Universe as an Endless Boundary

[EIY

The word djeru (drw) means: “boundary,” “limit,” “end.” The ‘“universe’ is self-
contained, that is to say, it is its own boundary. The “universe” is, then, endless
beca