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AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY, MYTH 
AND REALITY 

Paulin J. Hountondji 

From chapter 3 of his text called African Philosophy: 

~yth and Reality London: Hutchinson, 1983 (1976 

Frenëh) . ~ 

This has been reprinted with the kind permission of 

Hutchinson, London. This book is available in hard 

and soft cover. The soft cover sells for about R14. 

I must emphasize that my theme is African philosophy, .yth and 

reality, whereas one might have expected the conventional formula, 

myth or real i ty? 
I 

I am not asking whether it exists, whether it La 

a myth or a reality. I observe that it does exist, by the same 

r i q h t and in the same mode as all the philosophies of the world: in 

the form of a literature. I shall try to account for this 

ml sunderstood reaU ty, deU berately i gnored or suppressed even by 

those who produce it and who, in producing it, believe that they 

dre mere 1 y reproducing a pre-exi s t i ng though t through it: through 

the insubstantiaUty of a transparent discourse, of a fluid, 

compl i a n t ether whose only function i s to transmi t li ght. Hy 

working hYPo~hesis is that such suppression cannot be innocent: 

this discursive self-deception seryes to conceal something else, 

and this appar~nt self-obliteration of the subject aims at 

cdmoufl~ging its massive omnipresence, its convulsive effort to 

root in reality this fiction filled with itself. Tremendous 

censorship of a shameful text, which preSents itself as impossibly 
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transparent and almost non-existent but which also claims for its 

object (African pseudo-phi losophy) the pr i v i lege of having always 

existed, outside any explicit formulation. 

I therefore invert. the relation: that which exists, that which is 

incontrovertibly given is that literature. As fEH the object it 

claims to restore, it is at most a way of speaking, a verbal 

invention, a mythos. When I speak of African philosophy mean 

that literat.ure, and 1 try to understand why it has so far made 

such strenuous efforts to hIde behind the screen, all the more 

opaque for being imaginary, of an implicit "ph i Lo s ophy ' conceived 

as an unthinking, spontaneous, collective system of thought, common 

to all Africans or a least' to all m mbers severally, past, present 

and futur, of such-and-such an African ethnic group. I try to 

und r s t a nd why African authors, wh n trying to engage wi th 

phi losophy, h ve so far t houqh t j t necessary to project the 

m i s u nd rstood r a l Lt y of th i r own discourse on to such palpable 

fict ion. 

Le t us t h r for ta c kIl h pr p bl In a I higher level. what is 

in qu slion her, substantially, is the idea oC phjlosophy, or 

ral h r, of African phi losophy. Mor accurat ly, thE' problem is 

whelher the word 'philosophy', when qualified by the word 

'African', must retain its hab i tual meani ng, or whet her the si mple 

addition of an adjective necessarily changes the meaning of the 

substantive. What is in question, then, is the universality of 

the word 'phi l o s o ph y ' throughout its p o s s i b l e geographical 

appli ca t i ons. 
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My own view is that tillS universality must be preserved - not 

because philosophy must necessarily develop the same themes or even 

ask tile same questions from one country or continent to another, 

but because these differences of content are meaningful precisely 

and only as.differences of content, which, as such, refer back to 

the essential unity of a single discipline, of a single style of 

i nqui ry. 

The present chapter wi Il therefore endeavour to develop the 

conclusions of the first two .. In particular, it will attempt to 

show, first, that the phrase 'African philosophy', in the enormous 

literature that has been devoted to the problem, has so far been 

the sub j e c r only of myt hological exploi tat ion and , second, that jl 

is nevertheless possible to retrieve it and apply it to samelhing 

else: not to the fiction of a collective system of thought, bul to 

a set of phllosophical discourses and texts. 

I shall try to evince the existence of such texts and to determine 

both the Umits and essential configurations, or gen ral 

orJentatJons, of African philosophical literature. 

The popular concept of African philosophy 

Tempels' work will again serve us as a reference.l We wil I not 

summarize or comment upon it again but will simply recall the 

6author's idea of philosophy, the mëaning of the word 'philosophy' 

in the phrase 'Bantu philosophy'. More than once Tempels 

emphasizes that this philosophy is experienced but not thought and 

that its practltioners are, at best, only dimly conscious of it: 
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Let us not expect the first Black-in-the-street (especially if he 
is young) to give us a systematic account of his ontological 
system. Nevertheless, this ontology exists; i t penetrates and 
informs all the primitive's thinking and dominates all his 
behaviour. Using the method of analysis and synthesis of our own 
intellectual disciplines, we can and therefore must do the 
'primitive' the service of looking for, classifying and systema­ 
tisiny the elements of his ontological system. (p.IS). 

and further 

We do not claim that Bantus are capable of p r e s e n t i ng us w i th a 
philosophical treatise complete with an adequate vocabulary. It 
is our own intellectual training that enables us to effect its 
systematic development. It is up to us to provide them with an 
accurate account of their conception of entities, in such a way 
that they will recognize themselves in our words and will agree, 
saying: 'You have understood us, you know us completely, you "know" 
in the same we "know"'. (p.241. 

It is quite clear, then: the black man is here regarded, in 

Eboussi-Boulaga's words, asthe'MonsieurJourdainof phiJos',phy,.2 

Unwilling philosopher, he is Ihe rival in siJUness of Moliere's 

famous char cl r, who spoke in pros without knowing it. Ignorant 

oL hls own thoughts, h n ds an int rpreler to translate them for 

hlm, or rath r n interpr ter who, having formulated these thoughts 

with t n whit world in mind, will acc l d ntaJJy drop a f w crumbs 

which will Inspire th 8 IItU, when h pleks them up, with boundless 

gratltud. 

w hav aIr dy m ntioned C'salre's c r i t f c f s m . That very 

necessary political critique, we said, stopped short because it 

CaJled to follow up Hs own theoretical lmplications. To aim 

caut ious cri r i c i sms, 'not at Bantu phi Lo sophy , but at the political 

uses to which It is being put',) was to avoid q u e s r f o n i nq the 

yenealogy of the concept itself and to treat its appearance in 

sc i en+ i t i c literature as an accident, as though its only function 
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were this very political one. It was, in fact, tantamount to 

shying away from an exposure of the profoundly conservative nature 

of the ethnophilosophical project itself. 

It follows that not only Bantu Phi losophy but the whole of ethno- 

philosophical literature must be subjected to an expanded and more 

profound version of Cesaire's political criticism. For if, as a 

result of what might be called the ethnological division of labour 

la sort of scientific equivalent of the military scramble for the 

Third World by the great powers" Tempels can pass for the great 

specialist in the Bantu area, and if, too, his reconstruction of 

African 'philosophy' is the more sensational because of his one- 

to-one contrasts between this African pseudo-philosophy and an 

equa lly i mag i nary European phi 1 osophy, 4 s i mi lar a t tempts have been 

made by other European authors for other regions of Africa. To 

quote only a few, Marcel Griaule has devoted to the Oogons of the 

present-day Republic of Mali a book currently regarded as a 

classic of Oogon wisdom, oieu d'eau,5 followed by another, in 

collaboration wi r n Germaine Oieterlen, entl tled Le Renard pale.,6 

Dominique Zahan has made known to the world the religion, the 

s p i r i tuali ty and what he calls the 'p,hi losophy' of the Bambara.7 

Louis-Vincent Thomas has carried out painstaking research among the 

ni o I e of Senegal and has expatiated on their wisdom, their system 

of thought or, as he calls it, their 'philosophy,.8 

As might have been expected, the example of these European authors 

has been widely followed at home. Many Africans have plunged into 

the same field of research, correcting on occasion - but without 

ever questioning its basic assumptions - the work of their western 
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models. Among them is the abbé Alexis Kagamé of Rwanda, with his 

Philosphie bantou-rwandaise de l'être,9 already cited. Then there 

is Mgr. Makarakiza of Burundi, who published in 1959 a study 

entitled La Dialectique des Barundi.lO The South African priest 

Antoine Mabona distinguished, himself in 1960 with an article 

entitled 'African philosophy', then in 1963 with a text on 'The 

depths of African philosophy' and finally in 1964 ith a meditation 

on 'La spiritualite afrieaine,.ll In thi s concert Father A. 

Rahajarizafy ha& sounded the note of the Great Island by trying to 

define Malagasy 'philosophy' in an article of 1963 on 'Sagesse 

malgache et theologie chretJenne,.12 In 1962, Francois-Marie 

Lufuluabo, a Franciscan from the former Belgian Congo, appeared in 

the fi rmamenL wi th a booklet, Vers une théodieée bantoue, followed 

in 1963 by an arlicl ntitled 'La Conception bantoue [ace au 

christianism " signing off ln 1964 with another booklet on La 

NoUon luba-banlou d 1'''tre.13 Then, in 1965, his c o rnp a+r i o t , 

I Il bb vi ncent Mul go, d vot dachapt r to I\frican 'phi losophy' 

in hls vis g africain du chdstJanisme.14 The ï or me r Proteslant 

c Lr- r q y m a n Jp n-Calvin Bahoken, of C In roun, w s c l o a r i n q hls 

Clairier s métaphysiques africain sIS In 1967, and two years later 

t h K nyan pastor John Mb! t I , probably fasci nat d by hi sown 

childhood, revealed to the world In a now classic work, African 

Religions and Philosophy, the fact that the I\frican ignores the 

future hardly knows the present and lives entirely turned towards 

the past.16 

Before we go on with the catalogue, let us note that all the 
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authors we have just quoted are churchmen, like Tempels himself. 

'fhis explains their main preoccupation, which was to find a 

psychological dnd cultural bdsis for rooting the Christian message 

in t n e African's mind without betraying either. Of course, this 

is an eminently legitimate concern, up to a point. But it means 

that these authors are compelled to conceive of philosophy on the 

model of religion, as a permanent, stable system of beliefs, 

undffected by evolution, impervious to time and history, ever 

identical t.o itself. 

Le t usn 0 w t urn tot hel a y a ut hor s , wit h, her e a g a in, 0 n I y a few 

e x a m p l e s , We cdnnot but mention Lfiopold S~dar Senghor, whose 

chatty disquisitlons on 'negritude' are often buttressed by an 

analysis of what he called, as early as 1939, 'the black man's 

conception of the world', a phrase which he later replaced, under 

the influence of 'rempels, with the 'black metaphysic,.17 There 

are al so tile Ni gerian Adesanya, author of an article publi shed in 

1958 on 'Yoruba metaphysical thinking', 18 the Ghanaian Willlam 

Abraham, author of a book which is remarkable in many ways, The 

Hind of Africa 19 (I believe that a book can be instructiv , 

interesting., useful, even if it is founded on erroneous 

assumptions); the late-lamented Kwame Nkrumah, whose famous 

Consciencism can hardly be regarded as his best pUblication,20 the 

Senegalese Alassane N'Daw, who devoted several articles to lhe 

subject ,21 the Camerouni an Basi le-Juleat Fouda, author of a 

doctoral thesis defended at Lille in 1967 on 'La Philosophie 

negro-africaine de l'existence' (UnpUblished),22 the Dahomean 

Issiaka Prosper Laleye, also the author of a thesis, 'La Conception 
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de la personne dans la pensee tr ad i t i one Ll e yoruba',23 presented in 

1970 at the Catholic University of Fribourg, in Switzerland; the 

Nigerian J.O. Awolalu, author of an article entitled·'The Yoruba 

philosophy of life,.24 And there are many others.25 

without being motivated quite so restrictively as the church ethno­ 

phi losophers, these authors were none the less intent on locating, 

beneath the various manifestations of African civilization, beneath 

the flood of history which has swept this civilization along willy­ 

nilly, a solid bedrock which might provide a foundation of 

cerU tudes: in other words, a system of beliefs. In r h i s quest, 

we find the same preoccupation as in the negritude movement - a 

passionate search for the identity that was denied by the colonizer 

- but now there is the und rlying idea that one of the elements of 

th cultural id ntity is precis ly 'philosophy' the idea that 

very cult ure r a r s on a specifi c, permanent, met aphysical 

subs t r tum. 

Let us now ask the crucial qu e s t f o n s f s this th usual In aning o ï 

th word 'philosophy'? Is it the w y it ls u nd e r s t o od , [or 

Jns t anco in th phr ase s 'Êurop n philosophy', 'nin te nth-century 

phi J osophy', t c.? Clearly not. It se ms as though the word 

automatically chang s its meaning as soon as it ceases to be 

applied to Europe or to America and is applied to Africa. Thi sis 

a well-known phenomenon. 

humorously remarks: 

As our Kenyan collE'aguE' tlenry Odera 
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What may be a superstition is paraded as 'African religion', and 
the white world is expected to endorse that it is indeed a religion 
but an Af r Lc a n religion. What in all cases is a mythology is 
paraded as 'African philosophy', and again the white culture is 
expected tu endorse that it is indeed a philosophy but an African 
philosophy. What is in all cases a dictatorship is paraded as 
'African democracy', and the white culture is again expected to 
endorse that it is so. And what is clearly a de-development or 
pseudo-development is described as 'development', and again the white 
world is expected to en~grse that it is development - but of course 
'African development'. 

Words do indeed change their meanings miraculously as soon as they 

pass from the Western to the Afdcan context, and not only in the 

vocabulary of European or American writers but also, through 

taithful Imitation, in that of'Africans themselves. That is what 

happens to the word 'philosophy': applied to Af,rica, it is supposed 

to d e s r q n a t e no longer the specific d-f ac f p ï Ln e it evokes in lts 

Western contexl but merely a collective world-view, an Lmp l f c r t , 

spontaneous, perhaps even unconscious system of beUefs to wn f cn 

all AfrIcans are supposed to adhere. This is a vulgar usage of 

the word, justjfied presumably by the supposed vulgarity of the 

geographical context to which it is applied. 

Behlnd this usage, when, there is a myth at work, the myth of 

primitive unanimity, with its suggestion that in "p r f m i t f ve ' 

societjes - that is to say, non-Western societjes - everybody 

always agrees with everybody else. It follows that jn such 

societies there can never be individual beliefs or phjlosophies but 

only collective systems of belief. The word 'philosophy' is then 

used to designate each belief-system of this kind, and it is 

tacitly agreed among well-bred people th~t in this context it could 

not mean anything else. 
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One can easily detect in this one of the founding acts of the 

'science' (or rather the pseudo-science) called ethnology, namely, 

the generally tacit thesis thast non-Western societies are 

absolutely specific, the silent postulate of a difference in nature 

(and not merely in the evolutionary stage attained, with regard to 

particular types of achievement), of a difference in qu~lity (not 

merely in quantity or scale) between so-called 'primitive' 

societies and developed ones. Cultural anthropology (another name 

for ethnology) owes its supposed autonomy (notable in relation to 

sociology) to this arbitrary division of the human community into 

two types of society which are taken, arbitrarily and without 

proof, to b fundamentally different.27 

But 1 L us r turn to the myth of unanimity. It would seem at 

[lrst sight th t~is heorectical consensus postulated by 

et hnophi losophy mong all memb rs o f ach "p r i mj t j ve' communi ty 

should produc aparall 1 cons nsus, at the lev 1 of results if not 

of m t hods, among al) lhnophjlosoph rs studying the same 

,communi ly. But, curiously enough, inst ad oC an jd al cons nsus, 

a (in un nlmJty whos transparency would h ve rvaled the 

spontan ous unanimity of all those 'prindtJve philosophers', thno­ 

philosophical literature offers us a rich harv st of not only 

dJverse but also sometimes (rankly contradictory works. 

We have noted above such divergences between 'rempels and Kagamé. 

It would probably be easy to find similar differences between the 

many other works relating to the 'traditional' thought of Bantus or 

Africans in general, jf one could overcome one's understandable 

boredom, read all of them one by one, examine them patiently and 
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juxtapose all the views they contain. 

But I can see the objection being raised that such differences are 

normal, that the diversity of works is a source of wealth and not 

of we a k ne s s ; that the internal contradictions of ethnophi losophy 

can be found in any SClence worthy of the name - physics, 

chemistry, mathematics, linguistics, psychoanalysis, sociology, 

etc. - that they are a sign of vitality, not inconsistency, a 

condition of progress rather than an obstacle in the path of 

discovery. It may be added that, as in all s~iences, a reality 

may eXlst without being immediately understood, and that 

consequently it is not surprising if an implicit system of thought 

can oe reconstructed only as a result of long, collective and 

contradictory research. 

The only thing this object overlooks is the 'slighl difference' 

between the sciences cited and ethnophilosophy that they do not 

postulate anything remotely comparabl. with lh supposed unanJmity 

of a human c o m m u n r t y r that in these sciences, moreov r , a 

contradiction is never stagnant but always progressive, nev r fInal 

or absolute 'but indicative of an error, of the falsity of a 

hypothesis or thesis, WhlCh is bound to emerge from a rational 

investigation of the object itself, whereas a contradiction btween 

two ethnophilosophlcal theses is necessarily circular, since it can 

never be r e s o I ved by 

verification. The 

experimentation 

point is that 

or any other m e t h od of 

an ethnophi losophical 

contradiction is necessarily antinomal in the Kantian sense; thesis 

and an t i t ne s r s are equally demonstrable - in other words, equally 
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gratuitous. In such a case contradiction does not generate 

synthesis but simply demonstrates the need to re-examine the very 

foundations of the discipline and to provide a critique of 

ethnophilosophical reason and perhaps of ethnologic~l reason too. 

Ethnophilosophy can now be seen in its true light. Because it has 

to account for an imaginary unanimity, to interpret a text which 

nowhere exists and has to be constantly reinvented, it is a science 

wi thout an object, a 'crazed language,28 accountable to nothing, a 

discourse that has no referent, so that its falsity can never be 

demonstrated. Tempels can then maintain that for the Bantu being 

is power, and Kagamé can beg to di ffer: we have no means of 

settling the quarrel. It is clear, therefore, that the 'Bantu 

philosophy' of th on is not the philosophy of the Bantu but that 

of'f mp Is, that th 'B ntu-Rw ndais ph i Lo s op h y ' of the other is 

not that of th Rwandals but that of Kagam". Both of them simply 

make use of Arrie n traditions and oral 11t r ture and pr o j ct on 

to th m their own ph f Lo e opnd c e I beU ï s . hoping to nn a nc o th i r 

cr dlbility th r by. 

That is how the functioning of this thesis of a collective African 

phil osophy wor ks: i tis a smokescreen behi nd whi ch each au t hor is 

able to manipulate his own philosophical views. It has nothing 

beyond this ideological function: it is an indeterminate discourse 

wi th no object. 

Towards a new concept of 'African philosophy' 

Behind and beyond the ethnological pretext, philosophical views 

remain. The dogma of unanimism has not been completely sterile 
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since it has at least generated a quite distinctive philosophical 

literature. 

Here we must note a surprising fact: while th~y were looking for 

philosophy in a place where it could never be found - in the 

collective unconscious of African peoples, in the silent fold of 

their explicit discourse - the e t hnoph i Loaophe r s never questioned 

the nature and theoretical status of their own analyses. Were 

these relevant to philosophy? There lay the true but unde r ec t ed 

problem. For if we want to be scientific, we cannot apply the 

same word to two things as different as a spontaneous, implicit and 

collective world-view on the one hand and, on the other, the 

de l r be r at e , e xp l f c f r and individual analytic activity which lakes 

that world-view as its object. Such an analysis should be called 

"p h I losophology' rather than 'phi losophy' or, to use a less 

barbarious term, "m e r a pn i losophy' - but a metaphi losophy of the 

worst kind, an inegalitarian metaphilosophy, not a dialogue and 

confrontat.ion with an existing philosophy but a reduction to 

silence, a denial, masquerading as the revival of an earlier 

philos6phy. 

For we know,that in its highly elaborated forms philosophy is 

always, in a sense, a metaphilosophy, that it can develop only by 

reflecting on its own history, that all new thinkers must feed on 

the doctrines of their predecessors, even of their contemporaries, 

extending or refuting them~ so as to enrich the philosophical 

heritage available in their own time. But in this case 

metaphilosophy does not rely on an exploitation of extra- 
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philosophical data or on the arbitrary over-interpretatin of social 

facts which in themselves bear no relation to philosophy. 

Metaphilosophy signifies, rather, a philosophical reflection on 

discourses which are themselves overtly and consciously 

philosophical. Ethnophilosophy, on the other hand, clai ms to be 

the description of an implicit, unexpressed world-view, which never 

existed anywhere but in the anthropologist's imagination. Ethno- 

philosophy is a p r e+ p h f Lo s o p h y mistaking itself for a 

metaphilosophy, a philosophy which, instead of presenting its own 

rational justification, shelters lazily behind the authority of a 

tradition and projects its own theses and beliefs on to that 

tradition. 

If we now return to our question, namely, where philosophy resides 

in th world-view described or in the description itself, we can 

now ass rt that jf J t resides in either, it must be the s cond, the 

d scrfptJon o[ .th a I vision, ven i[ this is, in fact, a s e l I> 

d luding Jnv n r t o n that hides b hind its own products. African 

philosophy does xist ther [or, but in a nE'w sens, as a 

Jlt ratur p oduced by Africans nd daling with philosophical 

problems. A contradiction? Oh nol some may be su rpr i s d that, 

having patJ ntly dismantled th ethnophilosophical machine, we 

should now be trying to r sore it. They have simply failed to 

understand that we are merely recognizing the existence of that 

literature as philo~ophical literature, whatever may be its value 

and credibility. What we are acknowle~ging j~ what i t is, not 

what j t says. Having laiG bare the mythological assumptions on 

which it is founded (these ~aving suppressed all question of its 
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status), we can now pay greater attention to the fact of its 

existence as a determinate form of philosophical literature which, 

however my~tified and mystifying. it may be (mystifying because 

mystified), nevertheless belongs to the history of African 

literature in general. 

Let us be accurdte: the issue here is only African ethnophilosophy. 

A work lj~e Bantu Philosophy does not belong to African philosophy, 

since its author is not African; but Kagame's work is an integral 

pdrt of Africdn philosophjcal literature. In other words speaking 

of African philosophy in a new sense, we must draw a line, within 

ethnophilosophical literature in general, between African and non­ 

African writers, not because one category is better than the other, 

or because both might not, in the last analysis, say the same 

t h f n q , but because, the subjects being African philosophy, we 

cannot exclude a geographical v a r Lab Le , taken here as empirical, 

contingent, extrinisic to the content or significance of th 

discourse and as quite apart from any questions of lheoretical 

connections. 'rhus 'rempel's work, although it deals with an 

African subject dnd has played a decisive role in the dev lopment 

of African ethnophilosopny belongs to European scientific 

lIterature, in the same way as anthropology in general, although it 

deals with non-Western societies, ·is an embodiment of Western 

science, no more and no less. 

A happy consequence of this demarcation is that it emphasizes 

certain subtle nuances and occasional serious divergences which 

mig h t otherwise have passed unnoticed and which 

differentiate African authors whom we initially grouped together as 



ethnophilosophers. I t is thus possible to see the immense 

distance which separates, for instance, Bahoken's CLa Lr Lê r e s 

mltaphysiques africaines, ~9 justifiably assessed as a perfect 

example of ideological twaddle designed by an apparently 

nationalistic African to flatter the exotic tastes of the Western 

public from Kwame Nkrumah's Consciencism, written chiefly for the 

African public and aimed at making it aware of its new cultural 

identity, even though Nkrumah's book, unfortunately partakes of the 

ethnological conception that there can be such a thing as a 

collective philosophy.30 

Anoth r even more important consequence is that this African 

phf Lo aopb i c a I llterature can now be seen to include philosophical 

works of thos African authors who do not believe in the myth of a 

collecliv philosophy or who reject it explicitly. Let me cite a 

f w of lh 8 , P bi n Eboussj-Boulaga's f I ne art icle 'Le Bantou 

problématiqu '31 has Ir ady b n mentioned. Anpther Cam rounian, 

M rcJ n Tow, has giv n us a brilliant crjtique o( ethnophilosophy 

in g n raj, the Essal sur la problémallque philosophique dans 

l'Afrjque acLuelle, followed by an jncjsive criticism of the 

seuqhor i n doc r r I ne of n q r i tude, Léopold Sédar Senghor: négri tude 

ou servitude?32 Henry Oruka Odera of Kenya has published a fine 

article enti t Le d 'Mythologies as African phi losophy,.33 The 

Béninois (former 'Dahomeyan) Stani slas Spero Adotevi earned fame in 

1972 with his brilliant book Nëgritude e~ négrologues.34 

But more than that: African pohilosophical Ii terature includes 

works which make no attempt whatever to broach the problem of 
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'African philosophy', either to assert or to deny its existence. 

In fact, we must extend the concept to include all the research 

into Western philosophy carried out by Africans. This broadening 

of the horizon implies no contradiction: just as the writings of 

Western anthropologists on African societies belong to Western 

scientific l~terature, so the philosophical writings of Africans on 

the history of Western thought are an integral part of Afrjcan 

phi losophical Ii t e r'a r ur e . So, obviously, African philosophical 

works concerning problems lhat are not specially related to African 

e x pe r i e n c e should also be included. In this sense, the articles 

by the Ghanaian, J.E. W_iredu on Kant, on niaterial implication and 

the concept of trulh,35 are an integral part of Af~ican philosophy, 

as are analyses of the concept of freedom or the notion of free 

will 36 by the Kenyan He n r y Odera or the Nigerian D.E. Idoniboye. 

The same can be said of the research on French seventeenth-century 

philosophy by the Zairois Elungu Pere Elungu, Etendue et 

connaissance dans la philosophie de Halebranche,37 of th 

e!Jjstemolo9jc~1 introduction to Theologie positive et theologie 

spiculative38 by his fellow countryman Tharcisse Tshibangu. Th 

work of the Ca me r oun i an N'joh Mouelle, part icularly Jalons and De 

la médiocrJ té a l'excellence. Essai sur la significatjon humajne 

du développement,39 may also be placed in this category, although 

their subjects are not only universal but also lined with the 

present hjstorical situation of Africa. 

By the same token we may readily claim works like those of the 

AShanti scholar Anton-Wilhelm Arno, who'studied and taught in German 

universities during the first half of the eighteenth century, as 

'1.7 



belonging to African philosophical literature,40 although this may 

be regarded as a borderline case, since Amo was trained almost 

entirely' in the West. But is not this the case with almost every 

African intellectual even today?41 

The essential point here is that we have produced a r ad i c a Ll y new 

definition of African philosophy, the criterion now being the 

geographical origin of the authors rather than ,n·.alleged 

specificity of content. The effect of this is to broaden the 

narrow horizon which bas hitherto been impoped on African 

philosophy and to treat it, as now conceived, as a methodical 

inqui ry with the same universal a i ms as those of any ot.her 

philosophy in the world. In short, it destroys tbe dominant 

mythological conception of Africanness and restores the simple, 

obvious truth that Africa is above all a contin~nt and the concept 

of A[rica n mplrical, g ographical concept and not a metaphysical 

on Th purpos of this 'demythologizing' of th idea of Africa 

and African philosophy is simply to [r e our faculty for theorizing 

from all th inl 11 ctual imp dim nts and pr judices ~hich have so 

[ r pr vent d it [rom'g tling 0([ th ground.42 

Final remarks 

There can no longer be any doubt about the existence of African 

phi losophy, although i ts meaning i s di fferent from that to wh i ch 

the anthropologists have accustomed us. It exists as a particular 

form of scientific literature. But, of course, ohce this point is 

estabUshed, many questions remain. For instance, h o w r s h a l J we 

distingu~sh philosophical literature from other forms of scientific 
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literature, such as mathematics, physics, biology, linguistics, 

sociology, etc., inasmuch as these disciplines also develop as 

specific forms of Ii terature? In other words, what i s t h e 

particular object and area of study of philosophy? In more general 

terms, what relation is there between scientific literature and 

non-sdentific literature (for instance, artistic Li t e r e t ur ej , and 

why must we include phi losophical li terature in the first rather 

than the second? 

This is not the place to answer these questions. All that we have 

tried to do so far has been to clear the ground for questions of 

this kind, since they ·presuppose that philosophy ia recognized 

slmply dS a theoretical discipline and nothing else, a discipline 

WhlCh, like any other, can develop only in the form of literature. 

Moreover, such questions can never receive definHe and immutabl 

answers, for the definition of a science musL be revised 

constantly in -r ne Jjght of its own pr oq r ss, and the articulation 

of theoretical discourse in general - by which we mean the 

demarcation df the various sciences - is itself subject to 

historical change. At this point, Jt is true, amuch harder 

question, or series of questions, arises: how is the object of a 

science determined? What conditions, economic, historical, 

ideologicól or other, contribute to fixing the frontiers of a 

discipUne? How i s a new sci ence barn? Ho does an ol d science 

die or cease t~ be considered a science?43 

This is not the place to answer these questions either. But at 

least there is one thing we are in a po s i t ion to affirm: no 
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science, no brand of learning can appear except as an event in 

language or, more precisely, as the product of discussion. The 

first t.hing to do, then, is to organize such discussions in the 

midst of the society where the birth of these sciences is desires. 

In other words, whatever the specific object of philosophy may be, 

the first task of African philosophers today, if they wish to 

develop an authentic African philosophy, is to promote and sustain 

constant free discussion about all the problems concerning thei r 

discipline instead of being satisfied with a private and somewhat 

abstract dialogue between themselves and the Western world.44 By 

reorlen lng their discourse in this way, they will easily overcome 

the perman nt temptatioh of 'folklorism' that limits their research 

to so-call d African subjects - a temptation whiCh has owed most of 

ils strength to Lh fact that th Jr writings have been intended for 

a forejgn public. 

Il is f n d ed a strang paradox that in present conditions the 

dlalogue with th W st can only encourage 'folklorism', a sort of 

coll clive cu l t ur exhibitionJsm which compe Ls the "l'h Lr d World 

int 11 ctual to 'def nd and illustrate' rh e peculiarities of his 

traditJon for the benefit of a Western publjc. This seemingly 

unjversal dialogue simply encourages the worst kind of cultural 

pa r t i cu La r f s m , both because its supposed peculiari ties are in the 

main purely imaginary and because the intellectual who defends them 

claims to speak in the name of his whole people although they have 

never asked him to do 50 and are usually unaware that such a 

dialogue is taking place. 
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On the contrary, it is to be hoped that when Africans start 

discussing theoretical problems among themselves, they will feel 

spont.aneous l y the need to gather the broadest possible information 

on the scientific achievements of other continents and societies. 

They will tak~ an interest in th~se achievements not because they 

will be held to be the best that can be attained but in order to 

assess more objectively, and it necessary improve, their own 

achievements in the same areas. 

The p~radox is therefore easily removed: interlocutors of the same 

origin ra r e l y feel . ~ the need to exalt their own cultural 

pprticularities. Such a need arises only when one faces people 

from other countries and is forced to assert one's uniqueness by 

conforming to the current stereotypes of one's own society and 

civilization. Universality becomes acCessible only when 

interlocutors are set free from the need to assert Lhemselves in 

the face of others; and the best way t~ achieve this in Africa 

today is to organize internal discussion and exchange among all the 

scientists in the continent, within each discipline and - why not? 

- between one discipline and another, so as to create in our 

societies a scientific tradition worthy of the name. The 

difficult questions we have been asking concerning the origins, the 

definition, the boundaries, the evolution and the destiny of the 

various sciences, and more particularly the nature of philosopy and 

its relation to other disciplines, will then find their answers in 

the concrete.history of our theoretical literature. 

We must therefore plunge in and not be afraid of thinking new 

thougbts, of simply thinking. For every thought is new if we take 



the word in its active sense, even thought about past thoughts, 

provided we are not content simply to repeat hallowed themes, 

catechetically and parrot-fashion, with a pout or a purr, but on 

the contrary boldly rearticulate these t.hemes, justify them, give 

them a new and sounder foundation. Conversely, every blustering 

declaration of loyalty to a so-called 'modern' doctrine will be at 

best mere folklore - when i t does not turn out to be an object i ve 

mystification - unless it is accompanied by some intellectual 

effort to know, understand and think out the doctrine by going 

beyond the more sensational formulations to the problematic on 

which it is founded. We cannot go on acting a part indefinitely. 

The time has come Lor theoretical responsibility, for taking 

ours Iv s th or tically. 

Jn A[rica now the individual must liberate hims If from the weight 

of th past as w 11 as [rom the allure of ideological fashions. 

AmId th div rs bul, d p down, so strangely similar catechisms of 

conventional n a t i on eLi s m and of equally convent-ional pseudo­ 

Marxism, amid so many stat ideologies functioning in the Fascist 

mode, deceptiv alibis behind which the powers that be can quietly 

do the opposite of what they say and say the opposite of what they 

do, amid this immense confusion in which the most vulgar police 

state pompously declares itself to be a 'dictatorship of the 

proletariat' and neo-Fascist.s mout.hing pseudo-revolutionary 

platitudes are called 'Marx'ist-Leninists', reducing the enormous 

theoretical and political subversive power 'of Marxism to the 

dimensions of a truncheon, in which, in the name of revolution, 

they kill, massacre, torture the workers, t.he trade unionists, the 



executives, the students: in the midst of all this intellectual 

and po ï r r f c a l bedlam we must all open our eyes wide and clear our 

own path. Nothing less will ~ake discussions between free and 

intellectually responsible individuals possible. Nothing less 

will make a philosophy possible. 

As can be seen, then, the developmept of African Philosophical 

literature presupposes the removal of a number of political 

obstacles •• In particular, it requires that democratic liberties 

and especially the right of free criticism, tbe suppression of 

which seems to constitute the sole aim and raison d'être of lhe 

official ideologies, should be acknowledged and jealously guarded. 

It is impossible to philosop~jze in Africa today without being 

aware of this need and of the pricelessness of freedom of 

expression as a necessary condition for all science, for all 

theoretical development and, in the last r e s o r r , for all r al 

political and economic progress, too. 

Briefly, and in conclusion, African phi losophy exists, but i t is 

not what it is believed to be. It is d veloping objectively in 

the form of a literature rather than as implicit and collective 

thought, ?ut as a literature of which the output remains captive to 

the unanimist fallacy. Yet, happily, it is possible to detect 

signs of a new s p i r f t , The liberation of this new spirit is now 

the necessary precondition of any progress in this field. To 

achieve that we must begin at the beginning; we must restore the 

right to criticism and free expression which are so seriously 

threatened by our regimes of terror and ideological confusion. 
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In short, it is not enough to recognize the existence of an African 

phjlosophical literature. The ~ost important task is. to transform 

it from the simple collection of writings ajmed at non-African 

readers and consequently upholding the peculiarities of a so-called 

African 'world-view' that it is today into the vehicle of a free 

and rigorous discussion among African philosophers themselves. 

Only then will this literature acquire universal valuê and enrich 

the common international heritage of human thought. 
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