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Paulin Hountondji's work is on the one hand quite a specific 

intervention in philosophy in Africa, and a critique of 'African 

philosophy' or what he refers to as ethnophilosophy, and on the 

other hand offers a wide range of poli tical and theoretical 

insights for social science students in general, and psychology in 

particular. His work, from which we have taken the article 

reprinted here - African philosophy, myth and reality (1974) - 

which is also the title of his book is an in-depth discussion of 

the theoretical, ideological and political presuppositions behind 

the idea of a specific 'African philosophy'. It is the notion of 

an und rlying u n a n l m i s t , coli ctive African world view which 

u l im t c Iy is th 'kE'y' to understanding Afdcan systems and 

Lhoughl, whi h ttoun t ond j I criticis s in this pe ne r r at J nq work. If 

Iso shows how th('s Jd ological notions of ethnophilosophy 

8r . link d lo th nollons 0 'lil c i v i Li s e d ' nd 'primitive' 

und r colonl I r e La t f ons of domination and xpo l o i t e t i on, 

Th J9111 articles which make up Lh book were written betwee>n 1969 

and 1974, with the exc ption of the Postscript (1976) which is a 

res po n sea n dan s wer tos ome of hJ ser J t Jes, and als 0 a m u c h mor e 

'I 
I 

explicJt commitment of philosophy in Africa to the polJtics of 

liberation. The first four articles (which make up Part One of 

his book) deal systematically with the problems of European 
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writings on 'African philosophy'. He remi nds us that these 

writings, and especially the influential book by the Belgian 

missionary Placide Tempels, Bantu Philosophy, written in 1945, were 

aimed mostly at an European audience. This European audience 

included the colonial authorities and sc~olars in disciplines like 

ethnology, anthropology, philosophy, and the study of African and 

'primi tive' religions. It is the persistence,of this 'colonial 

attitude' in contemporary studies in and on African philosophy 

which Hountondji challenges. 

It is this critique of the complex and subtle ideological 

penetrations in the form of various ethnophilosophies which should 

be of particular interest to psychology students as they too should 

critically assess the history of psychology Ln South Africa as l n 

I a rge part an 'e thnopsychology' (of Bl acks}, It is at th1s hjdden 

level of theory that an ethnopsychology must be challenged, and not 

only in Lhe superficial anti-rac1sm of a liberal and reformist 

psychology. By simply saying, as social a c f e n t f s t a , thaL we are 

an t r v r ac f s t (in political life), does not necessarily and logically 

entaIl the absence of an ethnopsychology in our th oreLical and 

empirical work (cf Nzjmande's article in this issue). Itisin 

the Interests of scienti fic rigour in our paycno Ioq f ce I pract ic s 

that we should engage wjth the arguments and analyses of Pauljn 

Hountondji. 

It is in the first four articles that Hountondjj crjtjcises the 

notion of an African phi losopy, akin to some unamirnist and 

collective world view. He rightly objects to different African 

peoples' world views being referred to·as 'philosophy' in the sense 
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of a common universalist 'African philosophy'. He as soc i a t e s this 

ideological effect of an ethnophi losophy as integral to the 

reproduction of colonial relations of production and domination. 

In the second part of his book, containing one article of Anton- 

Wilhelm Amo, an African philosopher in Germany in the 18th century, 

two articles on Kwame Nkrumah - 'the African Leninist', and a final 

one entitled 'True and false pluralism', Hountondji details what he 

considers to be the only.valid use of the epithet 'African' in 

relat.ion to philosophy, and t.hat as a geographical locat.ion. 

Philosophy in Africa. He shows the diversity of philosophy in 

Africa, or by Africans in his analysis of the work of Anton-Wilhelm 

Arno whose writings were in t.he non-African theoretical tradit.ion of 

classical philosophy, and Nkrumah, a political philosopher (Lenin) 

and leader in revolut.ionary struggles in Africa.' It is this more 

historical and materialist analysis of African philosophy, the 

realit.y, as opposed to the myths created concerning the 

transhistorical unanimist view of the African 'primitive mind', 

which Hountondji promotes as phi losophy in Africa, and gives 

part.icular political expression to in t.he final article of Part. 

Two, and the Postcript of 1976. 

He argues for a cult.ural pluralism, given the r e l a i t y of colonial 

penetration in Africa, for example, 

African culture must. return to itself, t.o its internal 
pluralism, and to its essential openness. We must 
therefore, as individuals, liberate ourselves psycho- 
logically and develop a free relationship bot.h with African 
cultural tradition and with the cultural traditions of other 
cont.inents •.. This will not be a process either of Westerni'za­ 
t.ion or of accult.uration : it will,simply be creative freedom, 
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enriching the African tradition itself as an open system of 
options. (p.166) 

For philosophy in Africa he argues for a twofold intervention: one 

in relation to s~ientifjc practice, and the other in relation to 

politics and marxism. Both, however with the practical intent of 

improving the conditions of lif~ of the majority of people in 

different African countries. He says, 

The prime problem of philosophy in present-day Africa is 
therefore how far it can contribute to the development of 
science. (p.l7S). 

For marxism and philosophy the problem is more difficult because 

a number of regimes in Africa say they are 'governed' by marxist 

princIples, however Hountondji feels, 

It is 'not language bul practice that determines whether a 
person or a regime is objectively on the right on the left. 
(p.ISI) 

furthermore, 

There i s a danger tha t the t i me may soon come when, int he 
name of Marxism, we will be forbidden to read Marx. (p.lS)). 

So in answering some of his critics that h had previously pul 

philosophy 'above' po Li t i ca l reality in some elitist theoreticisl 

conception, although he still sees philosophy as a relatively 

au t ono aou s domain, he now argues for a commi tment of phi losophy to 

the political realities of Africa, I 

We must promote positively a Marxist theoretical tradition in 
our countrles - a contradictory scientific debate around the 
work ~f Marx and his followers. For let us not forget this: 
Marxism itself is a tradition, a plural debate based on the 
theoretical foundations laid by Marx. (p.IS)). 



It is in these two final articles that Hountondji's ideas 

concerning a progressive pluralism in relation to African 

traditions and cultures, and philosophy in Africa are most 

challengingly and cogently put forward. These ideas should have 

particular interest and relevance for social scientists in South 

Africa who are genuinely concerned about transforming social 

scientific practice in the struggle for a non-racial, democrat] c 

and egalitarian social order. 

Some specific comments on the article African ph Ll os ophy , myth and 

reality 

In this article Hountondji" sets out to do two things: one is to 
I 

cri t i c i s the vast Ii erature of 'African phi [o s ophy ' in so far 

as his Ii erature has reproduced the ideological notionof an 

unanlmlst, collective Ardcan world view to which all I\fricans 

subscrib (lranshistodcally) wh lher th' y know it or not; and 

lh second is lo try to addr e s s this lit rature as a set of 

philosophical discours sand lexts lo the plurality of philosophy 

jn Afrjca and lo r late this to lh pOlitjcal~ economic and 

social s ruggl s oC th mass oC ACrican peopl . Il is with this 

second posi t i v critique and analysis oC I\frican philosophy that 
I 

w have suggested,that psychologists and other sqcial scientists 

mlght constructively engage. 

"To comment then briefly on Hountondji's first negative criticism of 

'African philosphy' ~n his article as being a 'fiction of a 

collective system of thought', 'the subject only of mythological 
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e xpo Lo i t.a t ï on ", and a 'purely imaginary dialogue'. He i s correct 

to dismiss this 'African phi losophy' as ethnophi losophy, pre- 

philosophy, but he does this too quickly. For example he says, 

i tis a smokescreen behind which each author i s able to 
manipulate his own philosophical views. It has nothing 
beyond this ideological function: it is an indeterminate 
discourse with no object. (emphasis added) 

and again 

This seemingly universal dialogue simply encourages the worst 
kind of cultural particularism ... because'its supposed 
peculiarities ace in the main purely imaginary (emphasis 
added) 

What we mean by suggesting that Hountondji dismisses 

ethnophilosophy too qu i c k l y is that in seeing ethnophilosophy as 

ideological in the way that he does above - an imaginary effec 

it could encpurage identifying certain discourses and texts as 

ideological and hence rejecting them summarily, withoul subjecting 

themto a necessary and detailed political, historical and 

theoretical analysis. It is argued that his nolion of ideology, 

which seems influenced by an Althusserjan* conceplion, does not 

easily allow for a more concrete historical and scientific analysis 

of the social and theoretical prac ices of ethnophilosophy. 1. tis 

important that. we detail how and why the 'imaginary eff cts' of the 

ideological di scourses of 'African phi losophy' conceal, obscure, 

lie about, avoid, romanticise the harsh pOlitical, economic and 

social real ities of present-day struggles in Africa. Thi sis in 

fact the urgent theoretical and political task facing social 

* He was a student in Paris in the sixties at the time of Althusser 
ascendancy in marxist philosophy. 
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scientists, or in Hountondji's case - philosophers, in (South) 

Africa at the moment. It is the difficult reality of ttie 

unreality promoted by ethnophilosophers that we must analyse and 

expose, and not only identify as ideological, which it of course 

is. 

In conclusion Hountondji's work can be recommended as a rigorous 

and committed scholarship that engages with the problems of his 

region, West Africa and particularly Benin, in relation 0 the 

pracUce of philsophy. In this brief introduction we have tried 

to show how this work can meaningfully contribute to a materialist 

social sci nce in Sou h Africa. 

Finally 1I0unlondji's book is introduc d with an excellent critical 

his ory oC (W st) African scholarship - mostly social science 

6 hoI rshJp - f om ~h arly part of this c n ury up until and 

Including lIountondji's work its If, by /lbiol Ir J , Prof ssor of 

fr neh Lit ralur at th Univ rsit.y of Lb don. II critically 

ss se e th work of /lfrican schol rs in lh Jr alt mp s lO slruggl 

gins lh domin tion of h ir cultur sand soci Ii s by 

010n1 lism nd c pitaljsm, from S nghorian n gritud and its 

critiqu s to th 'new' philosophy of Marelen Towa and lIountondji in 

pos -colonial /lfrica. A compr hensivand critical history of 

social sci nee in South /lfrica would certainly help us in trying to 

develop a democratic social scientific practice in a po Li t f c a l Ly 

transformed and free South Africa. 
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