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Michael Cross 

Hountondji's chapter African Philosophy, Myth and Reality, published 

in Psychology in Society (no 2, January 1985), raises issues of major 

importance to any scholar concerned with the development of philoso­ 

phiqal thought in the contemporary Africa. The chapter is an attempt 

to show that the prevailing idea of 'African philosophy', in the lite­ 

rature devoted to the problem, "has so far been the subject of only 

mythological exploitation". 'African philosophy' has been erroneously 

identified with an allegedly existing African world-view. Rather, 

African philosophy exiats not as "the fiction of a collective system 

of thought", but "as a set of philosophical discourses and texts".(p.13) 

Two main typas of literature articulating a popular concept of African 

philosophy are distinguished in the African philosophical tradition: 

i) that articulating the churoh's views, ii) and that expressing tha 

general ethno-philosophical conceptions. The former, according to 

HountondJi, are preoccupied in finding a "psychological and cultural 

basis for rooting a Christian message in the African's mind". It con­ 

ceives of philosophy "on the model of religion, as a permanent, stable 

system of beliefs, unaffected by evolution, impervious to time and 

history, ever identical to itself".(p.17) The latter, broader in 

scope, seeks, in the various manifestations of African civilization and 

history, a "solid bedrock which might provide a foundation of 

certitudes, i.e. a system of beliefs". (p.l8) Its main task is a 

"passionate search for the identity that was denied by the colonizer". 

This, in Hountondji's explanation, is connected to the fact that the 

word philosophy itself is applied to African with different meaning, 

"to designate no longer the specific discipline it evokes in its Western 

context but merely a collective world-view, an implicit, spontaneous, 
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perhaps even unconscious system of beliefs to which all Africans are 

supposed to adhere".(p.19) Behind this use, he proceeds, "there is a 

myth at work, the myth of primitive unanimity, with its suggestion that 

in 'primitive' societies - that is to say, non-Western societies - every­ 

body always agrees with everybody else".(p.19) The result is that 

"there can be no individual beliefs or philosophies but only collective 

systems of belief".(p.19) Thus, an African philosophy, in this sense, 

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

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

out an object, a 'crazed language' accountable to nothing, a discourse 

that has no referent, so that its falsity can never be demonstrated".(p.22) 

What would be an alternative concept of African philosophy for Hountondji? 

Firstly, he reminds us that we cannot apply the same term to two different 

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

individual analytic activity which takes that world-view as its object. 

If one of these things has to be called philosophy, it would be the 

individual analytic activity. Thus, what in fact constitutes African 

philosophy is the body of philosophical literature written by African 

thinkers, dealing either with African issues or non-African issues.(p.24) 

He stresses that "what we are acknowledging is what it is, nut what it 

says".(p.24) The criterion for this new definition is the geographical 

origin of the authors rather than an alleged specificity of content. 

The effect would be to treat African philosophy "as a methodical inquiry 

with the same universal aims as those of any other philosophy in the 

world", destroying the dominant "mythological conception of Africenness" 

and restoring the truth that "Africa is above all a continent and the 

concept of Africaan empirical, geographical concept and not a 

metaphysicalone".(p.2B) He warns, however, that "it is not enough to 

recognize the existence of an Africsn philosophical literature".(p.34) 

This should be transformed, from "the simple collection of writings eimed 

at non-African readers and consequently upholding the pecularities of s 

so-called African 'world-view' that it is today, into the vehicle of a 

free and rigourous discussion among African philosophere themselves".(p.34) 

This paper is a preliminary attempt to discuss ethno-philosophical think­ 

ing in South Africa in the light of Hountondji's re-assessment of African 

philosophy. It is assumed that the criticisms he made in the African 
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Philosophy, Myth and Reality do not apply exclusively to his own region 

(West Africa), but that they constitute a meaningful contribution for an 

understanding of the South African experience in so far as philosophical 

thought is concerned. The influence of ethnophilosophy hasbeen quite 

strong in South Africa. It wlll be demonstrated through some examples 

how some of the myths challenged by Hountondji have been reproduced and 

developed by some South African philosophers, who, as many others, never 

'questioned the nature and theoretical status of their own analyses'. 

As the paper in Psychology in Society 2 is preceded by an introduction 

written by Hayes and Nzimande, where some criticisms are advanced on 

Hountondji's thesis, this paper will start with a brief assessment of 

those criticisms. 

Hayes' and Nzimande's criticisms 

Hountondji is accused of dismissing the popular idea of African 

philosophy as ethnophilosophy too quickly. This is related to his 

unfortunate sLatements that "it has nothing beyond this ideological 

functJon: it is en inderLerminate discourse with no object" and this 

"eeemingly universel dialogue simply encourages the worst kind of 

dultural particulariam ••• beceuse its supposed peculiaritias are in 

the mein purely imeginary". Tha critics think that Hountondji's 

'notion of ideology, which seems influenced by an Althuseerlan con­ 

ception, does not easily allow for s more concrete historical snd 

scientific analysis of the social end theoreticel prectices of ethno­ 

philosophy".(Heyes end Nzimande, p.9) To support this, they mention 

the fect thet HountondJi wes a student in Paris in the sixties at the 

time of A thusser escendsncy in Marxist philosophy. They believe thet 

the notion of ideology evoked here hes e theoretical or practical 

implication. It could "encourage identifying certain discourses and 

texts as ideological and hence rejecting them summarily, without sub­ 

Jecting them to a necessary and detailed political, historical and 

theoretical analysis".(p.9) 

I shall argue that these criticisms do not do justice to Hountondji's 

thesis. Firstly, they do not recognize the method and academic dis­ 

cipline which, explicitly or implicitly, is incorporated 10 his book - 

a careful critical analysis of the sources. Surprisingly the critics 

have accepted this as a lesson to be drawn from his work. I quote: 
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Hountondji's book is introduced with an excellent 
critical history of (West) African scolarship-mostly 
social science scholarship ••• It critically assesses 
the work of African scholars in their attempts to 
struggle against the domination of their cultures 
and soci8ties by colonialism and capitalism, from 
Senghorian negritude and its critiques to the 'new' 
philosophy of Marcien Towa and Houtondji in post­ 
colonial Africa. A comprehensive and critical 
history of social science in South Africa would 
certainly help us in trying to develop a 
democratic social scientific practice in a 
politically transformed and free South Africa". 
(p.lO) 

Besides that, Hountondji is also concerned with the need for a 

rigourous scrutiny of the ethnophilosophical literature, though, 

probably, motivated by different reasons. For example, he mentions 

the fact that the diversity and contradictory nature of this 

literature could be easily assessed "if one could overcome one's 

understandable boredom, read all of them one by one, examine them 

patiently and juxtapose all the views they contain".(p.20) Secondly, 

and more important, the theoretical connection made by the critics 

between the two parts of their criticism is problematic and seems to 

be grounded on mere acadsmic prsjudices. refer here to their 

assumption that the recognisance of ethnophilosophical literature as 

mere ideology would lead to a summary rejection of certain discourses 

and texts identified as ideological, "without subjecting them to a 

necessary and detailed political, historical and theoretical snalysis". 

Why? Although Hountondji is probably mistaken that 'AFrican philosophy' 

has nothing beyond its ideological Function of being en indeterminate 

discourse with no object, there is not enough evidence that the notion 

of ideology evoked here is an expression of Althusserian thinking. The 

connection made with Althusser at a time when his thought had no 

significant projection in the social sciences seems to be a bit 

artificial. However, even accepting their supposed claime on Althuss­ 

erian notion of ideology in Hountondji's statements, their objection 

remains problematic. for ideology, in the Althusserian sense, belongs 

to the ideologican state apparatus and exists dialectically in inter­ 

action with the economic and social base that inluences it or con­ 

ditions it. Thus a rigourous understanding of a social process 

necessarily requires an understanding of the political, ideological 

and social practices of the society. Ethnophilosophy viewed in the 
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above-mentioned sense would be part of these social practices. 1 would 

say that what seems to constitute the grounds of Hayes and Nzimande's 

criticisms is an academic prejudice, i.e. the assumption that ideology 

belongs to an analytically worthless area of social practice. This is 

clearly false, although this is not the place to discuss this issue. 

There is, nevertheless, another dimension in which Hayes and Nzimande 

could have based their criticisms. They could accuse Hountondji of 

falling into another extreme in his claims that 'African Philosophy' 

has nothing beyond its ideological function as a 'smokescreen behind 

which each author is able to manipulate his own philosophical views'. 

For to manipulate one's own philosophical views it implies that there 

are some philosophical problems within the African world or elsewhere. 

Further, the so views, systematised in form of literature, are accepted 

by Hountondji as the real African philosophy, i.e. "literature produced 

by AfricBns and dealing with philosophical problems".(p.24) About 

this they would, perhaps, argue that although this literature can play 

an ideological role, there is in it some expression of an African 

philosophy. Philosophy which, according to Hountondji, should be 

transformed into "the vehicle of a free and rigouraus discussion among 

Africen philosophers themsalves".(p.34) Hayes and Nzimande are 

themselves trapped by Hountondji's ambiquity. for example, after 

accusing Hountondji of dismissing ethnophilosophy too quickly, i.e. 

considering it ideological and an imaginary effect, they lasted 

bBsically assuming his thesis and identifying ethnophilosophy BS the 

'reality of the unreality' and as being ideological: 

"It is important that we detail how end ~ the 'imaginary 
effects' of the ideological discoursea of 'African philo­ 
sophy' conceal, obscure, lie ebout, avoid, romanticise the 
harsh political, economic and social realitias of present­ 
day struggles in Africa. This is in fact the urgent 
theoretical and political task facing social scientiets, 
or in Hountondji's case - philosophers in (South) Africa 
at the moment. It is the difficult reality of the un- 
reality promoted by ethnophilosophars that we must 
anal se and and not onl identif as ideolo 

It >is suggaated hare that a task of the philosophers should be the 

analysis and exposition of that reality of the unreality. Apparently 

it seems a simple game of quibbling or a play on words. That is not so. 

Indeed, they have missed the fact that beyond the 'reality of the 
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unreality' promoted by the ethnophilosophers there is another reality: 

the reality of African philophical literature, already recognized by 

Hountondji, no matter if it has or does not have an ideological function. 

There is much plausibility that this should be the main concern of the 

social scientists. This rules out a mere investigation into the African 

world-view as the main task of African philosophers. The task would 

be to identify, transform and develop the philosophical reality hidden 

in the ethnophilosophy tradition. Furthermore, the unreality does not 

express itself as such through an analysis of it but rather through 

a concrete analysis of a related concrete reality. In this sense the 

'reality of the unreality' is not a starting point or an object which 

we can analyse and expose. It is itself the result or exposition of 

the results of an analytical work. Only an analytical work can make it 

reveal itself as an unreality. 

Ethnophilosophical tradition in South Africa 

Thete are two main extremes in the tradition of ethnophilosophy in 

South Africa. There are those who believe that philosophy should be 

centred and based on cultural diversity, particularly, on ethnic 

identity, incorporating the values, beliefs and forms of life of each 

different ethnic group. In this sense, each ethnicity would have e 

particular world view and, consequently, a particular philosophy. The 

particular ethnic world-view (often called philosophy of life) would 

constitute the object of analysis of the philosophers. This view is 

present, intsr alia, in the writings of prominent philosophers like 

Professor J. Chris Coetzee and Professor P.C. Luthuli. However, 

Luthuli appeared during the last decade as the most representetive pro­ 

ponent of Hountondji's myth of African unenimity within its perticulsr 

South African version. This is the view that the Black people in South 

Africa as opposed to the White people have a specific understending of 

their world's problems and a perticular world-view which constitute 

their philosophy of life. It is important to note, however, that the 

ethnophilosophical approach in South Africa has the particularity of 

being conventional and dominant amongst philosophers dealing with 

educational problems. For example, philosophers fOllowing the line of 

Coetzee tended to defend the argument that 'in South Africa there is 

a diversity of cultures, therefore in South Africa we need a variety 

of 'philosophies of education'. (See Rose and Tunmer, and Morrow, 19B4) 
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This was assumed even amongst the English-speaking White liherals. For 

example, during 1980 an attempt was made through a distribution of a 

questionaire to the English-speaking teachers in the Transvaal to dis­ 

cover their common view on educational matters, i.e. their philosophy 

of education. In general this was a failure and the last report did 

not mention any kind of English-speaking philosophy of education. In­ 

stead it was referred to as "Attitudes of teachers in English-speaking 

schools and tertiary instutions in South Africa to education".(Gluckman, 

1981). This was proof that within the English-speaking teachers there 

is still a significant degree of disagreement, though the majority 

tended to agree (1). The ethnophilosophical conception in this initia­ 

tive is well illustrated by the words of one of the promoters: 

"On many occasions, various members of the TTA had 
complained that they were expected by headmasters or 
inspectors to implement the eNE philosophy in their 
teaching. When they objected to this imposition of an 
Afrikaans culture on English-speaking children, they 
were informed that in terms of the 196? Education 
Policy Act, it was their duty to do so. Their object­ 
ion to this interpretation of the Act was met with the 
question, 'Wall, how do you interpret the Act? What 
do you English believe in anyway?' Either because they 
had not thought through their educational beliefs, or 
because they were unable to articulate them in e 
systematic form, these teachers were unable to give an 
answer. But even if they had been able to do 00, the 
rejoinder would have been, 'That'a Just your opinion. 
How can you prove t ha t other English teachers agrae 
with you?" 
This then wes our motivation- to provide such teachers 
with a systematic philosophy of Education, which, wa 
eQentually hoped to prove, hsd the b~cking of the 
English-spaaKing community". (Gluckman, 1981, p.39) 

Amongst the 'Black communitias', Luthuli is one of the most represent­ 

ative ethnophilosophers in South Africa. In his O.Ed thesis, A Zulu­ 

oriented Education and School Practice, he articulates the argument that 

La remedy the problems inherited by the Zulu people historically, 

education should be Zulu-oriented, i.e. based on the particular philosophy 

of life of the Zulu. The Zulu philosophy of life, an expression of the 

lulu identity,. is defined as that "immutable truths, values, sentiments, 

beliefs and traditions which make them to be recogni~ed as Zulus and as 

different from Tswanas or Xhosas". (Thembela, 1982, p.2?) In his per­ 

spective, Zulu philosophy would be the particular world-view of the 

Zulu people. In his later writings, this concept of philosophy and the 
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concert of education were broadened and conciliated with more general 

issues related to the future of South African Blacks (2). The new 

assumption is that there Is a particular view of the world amongst 

Black people, that is a 'Black philosophy (of education), which ex­ 

presses itself in 'Dlack terms' and from a 'Black perspective'. The 

supposed 'Black philosophy of education' - whether Zulu-oriented, Xhosa­ 

oriented, etc. should be the basis of a Black oriented education. 

The forwulations of Luthuli raise many proulems. As Thembela has 

pointed out in a reply, there is no way he can escape the charge of 

supporting the ideology of 'separate development' .(Thembela, 19B2) 

His suggestion of an existence of a 'White perspective' is problematic. 

The recent debate on Problems of Pedagogics and 'Philosophies of 

Education for South Africa' constitute a sufficient proof that there 

has been divergences and contradictory philosophical views amongst the 

White groups (Afrikaans-speaking and English-speaking and even within 

these large groups)(3). The same divergences exist within the Black 

ethnicities. And in this case, Professor P C Luthuli resorted to 

fallacious premises. Take the example of his notion of Zuluness. For 

him, Zuluness is the expression of what ie 'immutable' and timeless in 

Zulu way of life, i.e. "truths, sentiments, beliefs and traditions". 

The confusion here results from his belief that there is something 

'immutable' amongst the Zulus beyond the colour of the skin. He feils 

to acknowledge that ethnicity is not a static and motionless entity. 

but is a dynamic and Changing phenomenon. Social snd cultural life- 

styles are in a constant and complex changing process. The Zulus did 

not escape the integrative preseuree of the mass-media and eco~omy. 

particularly the effects of the migrant labour. Those who fell into 

the circuit have brought new values, beliefs and life-stylee. This is 

only one example among an almost infinits number of them. The 

immutability claimed by Professor p C Luthuli is a - historical snd ss 

such another myth. The alleged Zulu philosophy remains also a myth snd 

his concern to set up an independent philosophical tree based on 

peculiarities of the Zulu people and to place himself as an interpreter 

cannot pass uncontested. Hountondji would correctly argue that if 

there is any philosophy in Luthuli's works. this is Luthuli's philosophy. 

though possibly based on Zulu people's traditions. Morrow (1982). who 

has launched severe criticisms to him would consider these works another 



Form of 'domestication' of philosophy, a remark implicit in 

P. Hountondji's book too. 

Conclusion 

What is at stake is the blind belief that any society ('community', 

'ethnicity' or even race in a particular context) functions as a 

unitary, monolithic and harmonious unity, where, to use Hountondji's 

words, 'everybody agreas with everybody else', sharing the same world­ 

view, based on common/particular values, beliefs, sentiments and 

traditions. Related to this, there is the assumption that particular 

and specific identities can be established or located at different 

levels, namely at the level of the ethnicity (ethnic identity), at 

the level of a continent (African or European or American identity), 

and at the level of race (White identity or Black identity). A 

particular set of values, beliefs, sentiments and traditions in 

general corresponds to each identity. In terms of philosophical 

practices, this is expressed by a determined and specific perceptions 

and interpretations of the world phenomona, i.e. particular world-view. 

HountondJi has made an important contribution by reminding us that in 

all these creations there is a myth at work, the myth of unanimity. 

Those who believe in this unanimity proclaim that it should be the ob­ 

Ject of (ethno)philosophy, and that the role of the social scientists 

(philosophers?) would be to describe it. The first problem about this 

is thet the diversity of opiniona and views saems to preveil not only 

from 'identity' to 'identity', country to country, ethnicity to 

ethnicity but elso between different eociel strete. In terma of philo­ 

sophical perspectives, without falling into an absolute relativism, it 

would be significant to consider some of the individual varietions. The 

second problem is about where to locste philosophy, whether at the level 

of the alleged common world-view or at the level of those who exercise 

the philosophical analytical activity. Here again, HountondJi is worth 

credibility in his suggestion that Philosophy is to be located at the 

second level-of.those who pursue philosophical exercise when dealing 

with philosophical problems. As he has pointed out, this conforms to 

the universal concept of philosophy "as a methodical inquiry with the 

s~me universal aims as those of any other philosophy in the world". 
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Further, thi3 rules out the risk of 'domestication' of philosophy. 

Philosuphy, more than a body of t~meless values, beliefs and sentiments, 

re-asserts itself as an activity. More than a special structure or 

body of 'knowledge' it can be regarded as an approach or a particular 

form of inquiry. 

This is not to suggest that traditions have nothing to do with philosophy. 

A philosopher, to suoceed in his/her enterprise needs, at least, a basic 

understanding of the traditions and the history of the particular society 

out of which the philosophical problems to be tackled arise. The current 

beliefs, values and traditions can, to a certain extent, inform or in­ 

fluence his philosophical perceptions, views and options without, never­ 

theless, changing the nature of his activity. The task of a philosopher 

as such will remain the same regardless the identity or specificity of 

the society. 

FOOTNOTES 

1. To follow this debate aee "Interchllnge", Perspective in Educlltion, 
5 I I, March 1981, lind Gluckmlln (1981). 

2. See P.C. Lutheli, Towllrde II 8lack Oriented Education and aleo 
A Philosophical Foundation of Black Oriented Education in S.A. 
( Oiaeertetions). 

3. See Beerd end Morrow (19BO). 
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