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    1   
 Introduction: The Shifting Focus 

of Philosophy in Africa                     

     Isaac     E.     Ukpokolo    

      Th e present volume,  Th emes, Issues and Problems in African Philosophy,  
 contributes to the discussion about the shifting focus of the discourse of 
 philosophy in Africa. To be sure, the history of philosophy in Africa since 
the publication of Placide Tempels’  La Philosophie Bantoue  (1945), translated 
into English under the title  Bantu Philosophy  (1959), has been characterized 
by some rather general representations. Such representations fi nd expression 
in works dealing with whether or not there is any body of thought that can 
be referred to as African philosophy, analyses and explications concerning 
the meaning of African philosophy, the relevance of African philosophy, as 
well as methodologies in African philosophy. When Tempels published his 
volume, however, it stood as a reaction to the writings of earlier missionar-
ies and anthropologists, such as in Allier’s  Th e Mind of the Savage  (1929) 
and Brelsford’s  Primitive Philosophy  (1935) and  Th e Philosophy of the Savage  
(1938). Th ese anthropologists found “no philosophy or any meaningful sense 
in what they saw as the ‘Mind of the Savage.’ Instead they detected in it a 
tendency for traditional unanimity typical of the animal instinct.” 1  Th ese mis-
sionaries and anthropologists had as their patron oracles the German thinkers 

1   Oruka, O.H. 1990.  Sage Philosophy: Indigenous Th inkers and Modern Debate on African Philosophy , 
Leiden:  E. J. Brill, p. 15 

        I.  E.   Ukpokolo      () 
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Hegel and Kant. We fi nd in Hegel’s  Philosophy of History  (1837) the argument 
that Africa, on account of its savageness and primitivity, is without history or 
proper philosophy and is regarded as a culturally homogeneous continent. 
Although Tempels held the thoughts of Hegel and Kant in high regard, he was 
able to provide in Bantu Philosophy a profound interrogation of these earlier 
writers through his presentation of an African philosophy capable of its own 
unique and consistent logic. 

 Contributing to this general discussion on philosophy in Africa, Gene 
Blocker has attempted a semantic study of the concept of “African philoso-
phy”—whether African philosophy refers to the writings of Africans who are 
philosophers about anything, or whether African philosophy has to do with 
philosophers anywhere in the world writing about Africa. Paulin Hountondji, 
Henry Odera Oruka, Kwasi Wiredu, Peter Bodunrin and J.O. Sodipo have 
led aspects of this general discussion. In this debate, philosophy in Africa 
is regarded as a body of worldviews, attitudes, folklores, sagacities, nation-
alist ideologies and what are usually referred to as ethno-philosophies. Th is 
position has seen major contributions from African philosophers, such as 
K.C. Anyanwu. As things have progressed, philosophy has come to be taken 
as an activity—a critical, rational refl ection on already held beliefs. Th is view 
we sometimes fi nd in the works of Kwasi Wiredu in the discourse of truth in 
Akan, Kwame Gyekye’s response to Wiredu, Sodipo’s discourse on cause and 
chance in the Yoruba thought system, and Olusegun Oladipo’s refl ections on 
philosophy and development in Africa. Furthermore, we fi nd philosophers’ 
application of the tools of the discipline to existential issues such as iden-
tity crises, cross-cultural beliefs and social-political order. Th is we fi nd in the 
various refl ections of philosophers, such as Godwin Sogolo, Kwame Appiah, 
D.A. Masolo and Polycarp Ikuenobe, who have given attention to African 
typologies of universal realities. 

 Th e present volume brings to the fore the very important need to represent 
philosophical refl ections in Africa with emphasis on specifi c areas of the dis-
cipline, such as metaphysics, political philosophy, aesthetics, existentialism, 
hermeneutics, epistemology, gender discourse, ethics or moral philosophy, 
and other cross-disciplinary discourses. All these are dotted with certain ele-
ments of a holistic logic. 

 In the light of the foregoing, the study of the shifting focus of philoso-
phy in Africa begins with an inquiry into the poverty of African philoso-
phy. Th e chapter by C.B.N. Ogbogbo, titled “Revisiting the Terms of African 
Philosophy,” summarizes certain defi ciencies in the teaching and practice 
of philosophy in Africa. Ogbogbo argues that African philosophy must be 
rooted in Africa’s unique historical experience, rather than relying on Western 
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 philosophical models, if it is to prove its relevance. To deal with the phenome-
non of the poverty of philosophy in Africa, Ogbogbo identifi es in the twenty-
fi rst century a need for intellectuals to respond to the challenge of being able 
to utilize their various disciplines as agents of positive renewal and sustenance 
in the production of knowledge for the purpose of tackling societal problems. 

 Th is is followed by the contribution of Wilfred Lajul titled “African 
Metaphysics: Traditional and Modern Discussions.” According to this contri-
bution, while there is agreement among scholars in Africa that metaphysical 
speculation in Africa exists, diff erent views have emerged on the content of 
this metaphysics. Consideration is given to the West African and the East and 
South African conceptions of personhood, and to the Akan conception of 
the person as presented by Wiredu and Gyekye. Lajul also compares Asouzu’s 
description of the science-oriented model of metaphysics (western) and the 
mythological model of metaphysics (African) with Ozumba’s view that west-
ern metaphysics is based on reason while African metaphysics goes beyond the 
empirical and the rational to encompass extra-ratiocinative meanings. Th ese 
discourses show that to have a more consistent and coherent understanding 
of African metaphysics some serious study needs to be done, and it is the aim 
of Lajul’s chapter to try to face this challenge. 

 In Omotade Adegbindin’s contribution, titled “Critical Notes on the 
Metaphysics of Metallurgy in an African Culture,” African metaphysics is pre-
sented as the critical refl ection on what constitutes reality within the African 
cultural context. Adegbindin conveys the importance of the philosophic rep-
ertoire of Ogun, the god of iron among the Yorubas of southern Nigeria. 
Th e essay illustrates the fact that metallurgy is an inextricable aspect of any 
discussion of Ogun since the whole history of Ogun — mythological or 
actual—usually associates the use of iron with the deity. 

 Th e searchlight of the discourse is also directed at the area of ethics, or 
moral philosophy, in Africa. In the chapter titled “An Overview of African 
Ethics” by Th addeus Metz, the discussion recounts works in sub-Saharan 
moral philosophy written in English in the post-independence era. After pro-
viding a brief overview of the profession, Metz considers some of the major 
issues in normative ethics concerning the nature of good character and right 
action. Beyond this, he discusses some of the more noteworthy research in 
applied ethics and fi nally takes up key issues in metaethics. Metz says, “My 
aim is to highlight discussions that should be of interest to an ethicist working 
anywhere in the world and to focus on ideas characteristic of the sub-Saharan 
region that are under-appreciated not merely for the purpose of comparative 
ethics, but also for substantive moral argumentation.” In another submis-
sion, titled “Towards an African Moral Th eory,” Th addeus Metz articulates 
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and defends an African moral theory, that is, a basic and general principle 
grounding all particular duties informed by sub-Saharan values commonly 
associated with talk of  ubuntu  and cognate terms that signify personhood or 
humanness. Th e favored interpretation of  ubuntu  that Metz argues for is a 
principle that an action is right in so far as it promotes harmonious relation-
ships, ones in which people identify with and exhibit solidarity toward one 
another. He then maintains that this is the most defensible normative theory 
of right action with an African pedigree suggested by available literature as of 
2007, and that it should be developed further with an eye to rivaling domi-
nant western theories such as utilitarianism and Kantianism. 

 Th e chapter titled “Transnational Ethics, Justice and Anyiam-Osigwe’s 
Philosophy of the Family,” by R.O. Badru, presents an application of the holis-
tic perception of the moral agent and family in examining transnational ethics 
and justice. Employing the methods of critical analysis and refl ective argu-
mentation, the work advances two groups of claims, one empirical, the other 
normative. Th e fi rst group of claims says that scholarly research has shown we 
are presently in a world that is structurally skewed against the interests of the 
less-advanced and toward the interests of the well-advanced. Th e lopsided-
ness of the global structure has elicited trenchant critiques from trans-border 
moral and political philosophers, among others, who consequently support 
the institution of transnational justice. But anti-transnationalism contests this 
position, arguing that there is no global analogue of statist structure for the 
institution of justice. However, for the call for transnationalism to be intel-
ligibly and morally appealing enough, perhaps a central task is to start with a 
coherent idea of transnational ethics built on some core values, the values that 
ultimately ground transnational justice. Th e second group of claims, which 
is supportive of the fi rst, is that the values of extendedness and relationality 
deducible from Osigwe’s philosophy of the family can be applied to off er 
a morally coherent idea of transnational ethics. Th e value of extendedness 
espouses that the idea of the family ought to be globally expansive, given the 
moral arbitrariness of states’ boundaries. Th e value of relationality emphasizes 
the ontological connection of all human persons across the morally arbitrary 
state boundaries, showing that relations among persons in the global society 
ought to be morally grounded, regardless of natural barriers. 

 Central to the discourse of philosophy is epistemology, which is the theory 
of knowledge, including the outlining of the criteria by which a cognitive 
agent understands reality. Th e traditional western account presents knowl-
edge as an impersonal activity, where the object of cognition imposes itself 
on the cognitive agent. Th is account, therefore, advocates a view that knowl-
edge is an accurate representation of reality by the knowing agent. Th ese 
ideas are examined in the submission of Anselm Jimoh titled “An African 
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Th eory of Knowledge.” Th e dynamics of the western position largely rest on 
an  ontological conception that separates the object of knowledge from the 
subject. In contrast to the western view, the African epistemological notion 
is that other variables, like the condition of being of the cognitive agent and 
environmental and social factors, play a role in the process of cognition and 
ultimately defi ne and justify the cognitive claims of the agent. An African 
Th eory of Knowledge’ upholds the view that there is a distinct way in which 
the African mind perceives, understands and justifi es its epistemic claims. 

 Th e present volume also includes a chapter titled “Epistemic Insight from 
an African Way of Knowing” by Peter Aloysius Ikhane. Ikhane substantiates 
the thesis of the epistemology of ignorance, which is here understood to imply 
that human knowledge at any point is dotted with some lack of what is know-
able or could be known. Such ignorance can be attitudinal, instrumental or 
statural. Drawing from representative thought systems, the chapter brings to 
the fore the intricate connectedness between ontology and epistemology. 

 Abosede Priscilla Ipadeola contributes to the discourse on epistemology 
in Africa with a chapter titled “Th e Imperative of Epistemic Decolonization 
in Contemporary Africa.” Her position is that the African people’s contact 
with the west, especially during the colonial era, engendered a new epistemo-
logical order. Flowing from this is an attitude of perpetual looking up to the 
west for acceptance or endorsement with regard to the production of knowl-
edge. Th e chapter therefore contends that oppression at the epistemic level 
is epistemological tyranny that translates into oppression and hegemony in 
other respects, such as in the cultural, economic, legal and political aff airs of 
the African people. Th is epistemological tyranny ensures that the people are 
perpetually kept under in terms of what is considered to be knowledge, and 
therefore also in terms of human development. 

 Viewing philosophy as a critical activity, this volume employs philosophical 
tools in examining a number of issues locatable in the African space. Th ese 
include a chapter by Isaac E. Ukpokolo entitled “A Gendered Interrogation 
of Virtue Ascription in an African Th ought System.” Among the Esan people 
of southern Nigeria, there is an element of exclusivism in their ascription of 
wisdom, nobility and stability. Such virtues are denied to female elders in 
indigenous Esan culture. Th is stands as a problematique that has alignment 
throughout history—from the Greco-Roman world through the  medieval 
period to indigenous belief systems in contemporary Esan culture. Still inter-
rogating gender dynamics in Africa, the volume has a contribution titled 
“Women’s Agency and the Re-negotiation of Gender Depiction in an African 
Media Space” by Benjamin Timi Olujohungbe. Th is chapter argues that the 
expansion of opportunities for personal and social development is a recurrent 
topic in gender discourse, but there has been a widening of the frontiers of 
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gender discourse to also include the active voices of women in the agitation for 
a more egalitarian attitude to the sexes. Th e essay focuses on gender depiction 
in the popular media in Nigeria, particularly as it relates to the stereotyping 
of the female body and the promotion of negative gender role identifi cation 
among women. Olujohungbe pushes the position that having transcended 
the status of passive welfare benefi ciaries, women must act as agents in further 
conserving their dignity in the public space. 

 “Th e Imperative of Developing African Eco-philosophy,” a chapter con-
tributed by Kevin Behrens, argues that if African philosophy is to be relevant 
to the needs and interests of the people of the continent, more work must 
be done to develop an African eco-philosophy and environmental ethics. 
Th e chapter shows that there is a great deal in African thought, indigenous 
values and philosophy that can deeply enrich our discourse with respect to 
our environment. Behrens argues that there is a largely untapped wealth 
of indigenous knowledge and wisdom regarding how we ought to relate to 
the natural world; this wisdom deserves to be brought to light and refl ected 
on philosophically. 

 “Th e Nature of African Aesthetics” by Matthew Izibili focuses the light of 
African cognition on the subject of aesthetics. Th is chapter presents African 
aesthetics as consisting of attempts at studying African understanding of the 
broad spectrum of art and beauty. Th e chapter examines some of the salient 
aspects of African aesthetics, such as the African conception of art and beauty, 
intentionality in African arts, and the African standard of aesthetic judgment, 
showing that the ideas of pure aesthetics, appreciation and evaluation, though 
pursued in western aesthetics, have hibernated in African aesthetics. 

 In line with the shifting focus of the discourse of philosophy in Africa 
but leaving behind general questions characteristic of African claims in the 
past, the present volume admits a discussion titled “Human Life and the 
Question of Meaning in African Existentialism” by M.L. Igbafen. He consid-
ers African existentialism to consist of a response to questions that border on 
the understanding of human life and existence in the African context, and he 
suggests that the array of issues constituting the domain of African existen-
tialism includes questions of human life and existence, meaningfulness and 
meaninglessness, death, individuality, community, freedom, choice, responsi-
bility, and the peculiar reaction to such questions within the historical situa-
tion and  conditions of the African experience. Th is chapter is closely followed 
in the spectrum of existentialist discourse by the chapter titled “Western 
Specifi cations, African Approximations: Time, Colour and Existential 
Attitudes” by Elvis Imafi don. Imafi don argues that cultural understandings 
of and beliefs about normative concepts are refl ections of, and necessitate, 
attitudinal dispositions toward existence. In defending the thesis, the chapter 
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attempts an analytic experiment that draws on western and African concepts 
of time and color and the corresponding and respective dispositions toward 
living. Th e evidence shows that time and color in the western tradition are 
presupposed to have a specifi c nature. Time is graduated into seconds, min-
utes and hours, while colors are distinctly identifi ed in their various shades 
and categories, such as blue, red, green, indigo or grey. But in African tradi-
tions, the consideration of time and color is rendered in approximations. For 
example, there is no linear-specifi c measurement of time in the African world-
view. Rather, it is approximated based on observation of natural, atmospheric 
conditions and seasonal events. 

 X-raying some “Probable Limits of Particularism in African Existential 
Discourse,” Wale Olajide argues that the claim that Africans are notoriously 
religious and that their morality therefore derives essentially from religion is 
not only misplaced but exaggerated. Appealing to research fi ndings in neuro-
psychology as well as to arguments in support of universal humanism to reject 
this stereotypical assertion, the author submits that religion with its theology 
is nothing but anthropology, and that the choice to be an agnostic or an athe-
ist is certainly not the preserve of any race. In fact, African traditional religion, 
the argument goes, is abundantly existentially predisposed. A closer examina-
tion of morality among traditional Africans would reveal that the foundations 
of their morality are non-transcendental and certainly non-supernaturalist. 

 In a chapter titled “Philosophy and Existence in an African Condition” by 
Anthony Akinwale, the volume takes on discourse concerning the low quality 
of life witnessed in an African nation. Th e essay argues that a panacea is not to 
be found through recourse to science and technology only; rather, what is at 
stake is the human question, or what it means to be human. Addressing this 
question falls not within the province of the physical sciences but within the 
province of philosophy. By addressing the human question through recourse 
to a sapiential anthropology, we can establish a nation—an association whose 
members share common core ideals and who, for the sake of their common 
core ideals, work together to improve their quality of life. Th e essay attempts 
to answer the human question in an African condition by looking at life and 
philosophy in their interrelatedness. Its point of departure is some issues raised 
by contemporary events in the history of Nigeria. Th e foregoing philosophical 
interrogation of an African condition is closely tied to another contribution 
in the volume, “Philosophy: Interrogating the Public Space and Culture” by 
O.B. Lawuyi. In his contribution, the author examines the peculiarities of 
socio-political developments in the African nation of Nigeria—peculiarities 
that are not uncommon in several African countries in respect of the quality 
of debate on public issues and the serious desire for clear direction in gover-
nance. Th e chapter recognizes that imprecise use of concepts bearing on an 
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inadequate grasp of meanings and leading to interpretations that obfuscate 
clear implications are provocations critical enough to invite contributions 
from philosophers. Lawuyi further argues that this development centers on 
the culture and cultural experiences of the African states and that the philo-
sophical challenge is to enlighten the public on the capability of Africans and 
African culture to solve their problems. 

 Another essay concerning political philosophy in Africa is captured under 
the title “Political Philosophy in the African Context” by Joseph Osei. “What is 
political philosophy?” is a foundational question that one has to grapple with in 
order to do any serious study or practice of the subject. Given that most experts 
and literature in this fi eld have been western, many critics—especially those 
who identify themselves as Afrocentric—continue to maintain that studying 
political philosophy or philosophy in general is either a luxury Africa cannot 
aff ord or an instrument for western indoctrination and neo-colonial mental 
or cultural domination. Rejecting this and similar unsupported assumptions, 
Osei argues that political philosophy is neither inherently western nor indoc-
trinating, if understood and presented critically and objectively in line with the 
Socratic and analytic or critical theory tradition. Th e chapter by Christopher 
Agulanna and Peter Osimiri, titled “African Worldview and the Question of 
Democratic Substance,” also extends the discourse on political philosophy. 
Th e authors argue that the failure of democracy in post-colonial Africa is not 
a function of its inconsistency with the traditional African worldview. Th us, 
they refute the thesis that democracy is alien to Africa by explaining the failure 
of liberal democracy on the continent and demonstrating how the traditional 
African worldview supports some basic elements of democracy. Th e contribu-
tion also shows that political practice and organization in pre-colonial Africa 
incorporated certain democratic ideas and ideals. In closing, the essay contem-
plates the basic conceptual and practical considerations that must inform the 
construction of an authentic African democracy. 

 Working within the mission of the volume and focusing on specifi cities 
and themes as well as problems in African philosophy, consideration is given 
to the examination of justice in Africa in the chapter titled “Concepts of 
Justice in Africa: Past and Present” by Anke Graness. Th e chapter is divided 
into three sections discussing (i) ideas of justice in ancient Egypt, (ii) indige-
nous ideas of justice and legal practice with particular consideration of  ubuntu  
ethics and the  gacaca  courts in Rwanda, and (iii) concepts of justice in current 
African philosophy. Here, Kenyan philosopher Henry Odera Oruka’s con-
cept of global justice and Ethiopian Teodros Kiros’ question “May food be a 
commodity?” are the focus of the discussion. In another contribution, Joseph 
Osei considers “Mandela’s Legacy for Political Philosophy in Africa.” Osei 
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asserts that when Mandela went home to rest with the ancestors in 2013, he 
left behind a united, peaceful, multi-racial liberal democracy in South Africa, 
which had been his vision for the greater part of his natural years. By any 
standard, Osei argues, that is an outstanding political legacy worth celebrat-
ing for centuries to come, given the oppressive and racist apartheid system 
into which Mandela was born. Mandela endured not only ideological and 
personal struggles but also nearly three decades of humiliation and imprison-
ment on the path to realizing his dream for his fellow South Africans. But 
even more important than Mandela’s lasting legacy, for Osei, is the wealth 
of insight and wisdom he leaves for political philosophy in Africa and global 
peace. Th ese values, the essay explains, have been bequeathed to humanity 
through Mandela’s critical refl ection on Marxist socialism, to which he was 
initially attracted. 

 Another contribution from Peter A.  Ikhane focuses on “Philosophy and 
the Challenge of Development in Africa.” Th e essay examines strategies which 
African societies must pursue if they are to achieve meaningful development. 
Th e chapter takes its analysis through an examination of various development 
strategies, viewing these through the broad categorizations of African philoso-
phy. It concludes by arguing that the appropriate methodology for develop-
ment in Africa must start off  from the cultural specifi cs of African societies. 

 It is perhaps pertinent to emphasize at this point that African philosophy 
regards philosophy as a human activity rather than compartmentalizing it as 
the product of human reasoning, as it is characterized by so many other vari-
ants of philosophy. What this volume pursues is the point that no individual 
sees reality or the world with “naked eyes.” Each individual sees the world 
through some given lens or lenses. It is with these lenses that we confront real-
ity. It is with these lenses that we confront truth. It is with these lenses that we 
confront our world. And the lenses admit of diff erent colorings, shades and 
appearances of one universal nature or reality. By this, it is meant to argue 
that all through the history of ideas—through space and time—philosophy 
remains a reality, a truth, an object that is out there for us to appreciate and 
appropriate. It is an ontology that we come in contact with only in the way 
it appears to us. We may never be able to exhaustively appreciate the essence 
of philosophy. Th is is so because a knower knows according to the mode of 
his or her being. And so knowledge will never completely embrace ontology. 
And to say that a reality is not there because we are not able to access it is to 
fall into the fallacy of  argumentum ad ignorantiam.  Against this background, 
the contributions in this volume present philosophy, an objective reality out 
there, as a human activity of reasoning by the aid of lenses, and these lenses 
are provided by the African condition.    
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         Introduction 

   Th e philosopher who survives seems to be one 
 who in some way or other has managed to break 
 through into the realm of enduring ideas or gives 
 hint of a deeper tide in the aff airs of men. 1  

   Th e crisis of development that confronts Africa has increasingly brought to the 
fore the role of African universities as agents of development. As L.J. Munoz 
noted in 1988, the universities are now haunted by the ghost of relevance 
and they fear for their survival in Africa. 2  By extension, while for the intel-
lectuals the motto remains “publish or perish,” for the various disciplines it 
has become “justify your relevance or perish.” 3  Even as recently as the second 
decade of the twenty-fi rst century, these concerns have continued, in vari-
ous degrees, to haunt the disciplines in the humanities. Th us, in the haste to 
develop, and in the belief that the magic of development lies with science and 
technology, most of the disciplines in the liberal arts have been put under 

1   Th is is an adaptation of Butterfi eld.  Man on his past.  (Cambridge, 1969) pp. xii–xiii. 
2   See L.J. Munoz “For the Sake of Tradition” Inaugural Lecture 1988, University of Ibadan, P.1. 
3   L.J. Munoz “For the Sake of Tradition”. 



pressure to justify their relevance. 4  Th is relevance is in terms of their ability to 
transform their knowledge into skill and to use those skills to proff er solutions 
that will bring about the development of Africa. 

 African philosophy happens to be one of those disciplines aff ected by this 
quest for relevance. Although very serious-minded practitioners of the dis-
cipline have over time been brainstorming over this issue, their eff orts have 
not fully yielded the desired results. Th e question with which we are there-
fore confronted is that of why the proff ered solutions of African philosophers 
have not worked. In attempting to answer this poser, it is argued that African 
philosophy as a discipline initially suff ered from an inherent poverty. Th is 
poverty had to do with the discipline’s lack of a tradition rooted in the African 
past. In other words, in domesticating philosophy as an intellectual discipline 
in Africa, the corpus that was to provide raw materials for philosophizing was 
largely alien to the African philosopher because it was externally derived. In 
explaining this, Kwasi Wiredu points to the fact that “because of the historical 
accident of colonialism, the main part of philosophical training of contem-
porary African scholars has come to derive from foreign sources.” 5  Th e con-
sequence is that the foundations of African philosophy are not rooted in the 
African historical experience, and thus most fi ndings of its practitioners are 
of little relevance to the task of charting paths out of the African quagmire. It 
is this that explains the continued dwindling fortunes of African philosophy. 

 It is pertinent at this juncture to state that this evaluation is not an attempt 
to downplay the importance of African philosophy. Rather, it is meant to chal-
lenge the practitioners to critically examine the basis of their episteme in order 
to enable them to play a more active role in the task of delivering Africa from 
the doldrums of underdevelopment—the major plague of the continent in 
the contemporary world. Furthermore, it is meant to stimulate African phi-
losophers to examine more critically and rigorously the content of what is 
brandished as African philosophy. It is expected that all this will result in the 
“structural” adjustment of the content of the discipline in a manner that will 
make it more relevant to African needs and aspirations. Put diff erently, I posit 
that for African philosophers to be able to play their expected role in the search 
for solutions to African problems, there is a need for a recalibration of the disci-
pline from the still-dominant Western orientation to an essentially African one.  

4   On this issue of relevance see G. Sogolo “Philosophy and Relevance within the African Context”  Journal 
of Humanities.  University of Malawi, No.2 1988, pp.  97–114, Heinz Kimberly “Th e Question of 
Relevance in African Philosophy”  African Philosophical Inquiry.  Vol. 1, No. 1 & 2, 1988, pp.108–112. 
“Oladipo, Imagination, Tradition and Development, A Review Essay” CODESR1A Bulletin, No. 4, 
1994, pp. 13–15. 
5   Kwasi Wiredu “on Defi ning African Philosophy  Post-Colonial Philosophers  in Africa. H. Nagt-Docekal 
and F.M. Wimmer (eds.) Vienna, 1991, p. 52. 
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    Nature of the Poverty 

 To understand the nature of the poverty under discussion we necessarily have 
to go back to the beginning of African philosophy. As a discipline in institu-
tions of higher learning, African philosophy emerged as a fi eld of study in 
the 1960s. 6  As observed elsewhere, philosophy as introduced into Africa was 
simply Western philosophy, and any deviation outside this purview was not 
to be regarded as philosophy. 7  Th us, as pioneered by Western scholars or those 
trained in Western schools or Western-styled schools in Africa, the domestica-
tion of philosophy was from the onset grafted onto a Western model which 
constricted African philosophers to the predominant Western framework. 8  

 Having been thoroughly enmeshed in Western philosophical traditions 
and made to study the life, times and ideas of Western philosophers down the 
ages, African philosophers became grounded in the philosophical experiences 
of the West. Furthermore, they believed that Western philosophy was the uni-
versal model, and it was from its podium that all other philosophies were to be 
assessed. Even as late as 1988, Professor Peter Bodunrin insisted that a strong 
orientation of African philosophy upon the West was a necessity. It is his 
view that “you can only learn to philosophize from the masters of the subject 
and such masters are to be found in western history.” 9  Th us, at its inception 
attempts were made by the fi rst generation of African philosophers to tailor 
the discipline of philosophy in Africa along the precepts set by the West. As a 
consequence, there was signifi cant reliance on the historical experience of the 
West for the purposes of philosophizing. 

 Given this background, it became imperative for this generation of phi-
losophers to deny the existence of African philosophy. In the course of 
this intellectual subjugation, Africans were vociferous in the belittling and 

6   While some started as full-fl edged departments of philosophy (such as those at Lagos in 1966 and Zaire 
in 1968), others combined with other disciplines, like religious studies, to form a department. Among 
these are the University of Ife (now Obafemi Awolowo University) in 1965, the University of Nairobi in 
1969 and the University of Malawi in 1965. See “Notes on some departments of Philosophy in African 
Universities” African Philosophical Journal no. 1 Jan-June 1972, pp. 180–186. 
7   See C.B.N. Ogbogbo “Some Problems in the Writing of the History of African Philosophy  Quest: An 
International African Journal of Philosophy  Vol. ix No. 2, 1996. 
8   Just like in most other disciplines, colonialism was not only political, but it had its intellectual dimen-
sion. Th us, at the establishment of institutions of higher learning in Africa, most of their curricula were 
patterned after Western models. Th is is usually refl ected in their course outlines. A course like Ancient 
Political Th ought focuses on men like Plato, Aristotle, Socrates, Marsilio Ficino, Machiavelli, Bodin and 
Hobbes. Th e impression is that Africans had no political philosophy or philosophers worthy of study 
prior to their contact with Europe. 
9   P.O.  Bodunrin “Philosophy in Africa: Th e Challenge of Relevance and Commitment” Th e-Ibadan-
Pennsylvania Exchange Lecture, Ibadan, 1989. 
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 deriding of African achievements and, in fact, the denial of the existence of 
African philosophy. 10  After their training in Western schools where little or no 
African studies were taught, it became diffi  cult for them to set aside their 
Western biases in the examination of philosophy as practiced in Africa. It is 
this initial wrong orientation that denied the discipline the necessary anchor-
age on the African experience that had been reconstructed by then. Th ose 
who tried to fashion out African philosophy based on African experience 
were derisively labeled as ethno-philosophers. Th is was of course a symp-
tom of the colonial hangover which sought to superimpose on the African 
Weltanschauung a Western episteme as the basis for analysis. 

 Unable to live up to the canons of Western philosophy, African philosophy 
was from the beginning embattled with the problems of acceptance, legiti-
macy and recognition. Th e consequence is that it emerged as an insignifi cant 
part of the curricula of philosophy departments in African institutions and 
elsewhere, for they were dominantly Western in orientation and tradition. 11  
Th e initial challenge to this situation produced a compromise situation in 
the last three decades of the twentieth century in which philosophy students 
in Africa were exposed to very few courses on African philosophy while still 
being doused in Western philosophy. 

 Th is lopsidedness in emphasis was partly a product of the nature of the 
institutions. Indeed, most of the courses taught in these departments of phi-
losophy were, and still are, mainly derivatives from Western schools, which are 
structured along Western philosophical traditions and the needs of their soci-
eties. As a result, graduates of philosophy from these African institutions were 
automatically attuned to the Western orientation. Suffi  ce it to assert that while 
the critics of African philosophy were completely off  the track in questioning 
its existence, the patriotic enthusiasts engaged in the practice of philosophy 
were compelled to deal with these latent Western inclinations. Th is proved 
to be a fundamental weakness in the structural edifi ce that was to sustain the 
new discipline. 

 It is true that with the production of the second and subsequent genera-
tions of African philosophers in Africa, there has been a shift in emphasis and 

10   See for example P.O. Bodunrin “Th e Question of African Philosophy,”  Philosophy  56, 1981, p. 216. 
11   Th is is clearly refl ected in the course content of most of these departments. For instance, by 1971, the 
University of Lagos had no listed course in African philosophy. Yet courses off ered included Contemporary 
Anglo-American Philosophy, Contemporary Continental Philosophy, Greek Philosophy, Medieval 
Philosophy and so on. Even at Ife, out of the listed fi ve courses in 1971, only one focused on African 
philosophy. Th e same 5:1 ratio was replicated in Namibia. Th e tilt in African universities was clearly 
towards Western philosophy. See “Notes on some Departments of Philosophy”  op. cit. 
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focus. 12  Th ey desired to study and teach more of African philosophy, but they 
were faced with a paucity of literature on the subject. As noted elsewhere, this 
paucity not only had the eff ect of stifl ing some interests, but it has remained 
a major plague of African philosophy. 13  It is encouraging to note that the cru-
cial task of seeking ways of improving and increasing the available literature 
seems to have advanced appreciably since the last decade of the twentieth 
century. Th e implication of this is that some of the inherent defi ciencies of 
the discipline, perpetuated from one generation to another among the early 
generations of African philosophers, are now receiving considerable attention. 
Th us, the Western coloration of philosophy in African universities, although 
still dominant, has begun to be eroded at the turn of the twenty-fi rst century. 

 Another dimension of the poverty is the reluctance of practitioners to 
encourage their students to take courses elsewhere that would broaden their 
consciousness of the African past in order to equip them with the necessary 
materials for philosophizing in Africa. As a result, philosophy students merely 
trickle to departments with an African studies bias to choose their elective 
courses. 14  Indeed, not making such courses compulsory is a refl ection of the 
state of poverty to which the discipline has sunk. Th us, as students graduate in 
philosophy, they are affl  icted with the same defi ciencies suff ered by some their 
teachers, who are themselves products of the Western model. Th ese graduates 
in turn transmit these defi ciencies to their own students and future practi-
tioners of the discipline. In this vicious cycle they replicate their kind. Only 
those who engage in a private, rigorous study of the African past succeed in 
breaking this stigma. 

 Be that as it may, time and superior argument have relegated the debate 
on the existence or not of African philosophy to be background, for practi-
tioners of African philosophy not only won new converts to their fold but 
also converted some of their opponents. However, the constituents of the new 
discipline were yet to be settled when the pressing crisis of African develop-
ment took center stage. Th us, no sooner had African philosophy taken root 
than it was confronted with the challenge of African development. Th is chal-
lenge exposed the inadequacies of African philosophy as it was then calibrated, 
and it became increasingly obvious that African philosophers could not use 
their discipline to tackle Africa’s myriad problems. Th is became clear with the 

12   Among the second generation of philosophers are Godwin Sogolo, Olusegun Oladipo, Tsenay 
Serequeberhan, C.S. Momoh, Sophie Oluwole, Innocent Onyewuenyi, among others. 
13   See C.B.N. Ogbogbo, “Explaining the crisis of ‘Relevance of African Philosophy”  SOPHIA: An African 
Journal of Philosophy,  University of Calabar, Vol.1, No.1 pp.59–65. 
14   Between 1989 and 1995, only twenty philosophy students out of over three hundred that graduated 
from the philosophy department in the University of Ibadan enrolled for courses in African History. 
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increasing call for relevance among practitioners of African philosophy. 15  For 
some others the poverty was perceived as the failure of African philosophers to 
channel their discipline to issues of human interest in Africa. 16  Unfortunately, 
the depth of the crisis was not fully comprehended. Th e limitation that affl  icts 
the discipline is not merely that of the failure of the practitioners to address 
issues of human interest, but the inherent misconception of the discipline from 
its very beginning. Th e problem here has to do with the discipline’s lack of a 
tradition rooted in the African past. It is this that has limited the relevance of 
contemporary African philosophy and that justifi es the need for a recalibration.  

    Recalibrating the Discipline 

 With the advances so far made in the study of the African past, cultures and peo-
ples, it is important to emphasize the point that the rescue mission required to 
recalibrate African philosophy and make it more relevant is one to be embarked 
upon not just by philosophers but by scholars in other African- oriented dis-
ciplines, particularly African history. Put diff erently, there has to be a multi-
disciplinary agenda if African philosophy is to be made more relevant to African 
peoples and societies. It should be added that in this venture African philoso-
phers must take the initiative and be at the forefront of collaborative studies. 

 In the near future, it is suggested that the number of courses in African 
philosophy be increased in all departments of philosophy in African universi-
ties. Apart from the conventional traditional and contemporary African phi-
losophy courses, more specialized areas such as economic, social and political 
philosophy of African communities should be taught. In fact, there has to 
be a shift from general studies to particularistic studies, such as Igbo, Yoruba 
or Kikuyu philosophy of the nineteenth century. Such philosophical ideas, 
whether of a community or an individual, should be closely examined. It is 
only when these case studies have been done that we can proceed to make 
generalizations based on some common indices. 

 Furthermore, these relevant courses should be made compulsory for stu-
dents graduating in philosophy departments of African universities. In addi-
tion, for their elective courses, the students of African philosophy should 
be encouraged to choose courses that will improve their knowledge of the 
African past. In broadening their scope, it is hoped that the students will 
acquire the necessary sensitivity to the African environment and be enriched 

15   See footnotes 4 and 9. 
16   O. Oladipo  Th e Idea of African Philosophy  (Ibadan, 1992), 73–101. 
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in their knowledge of the African past. It is in doing this that they will 
acquire the necessary raw materials for meaningful and rewarding practice 
of African philosophy. 

 Th e above recommendations are hinged on the assumption that such rel-
evant courses in other disciplines exist and that there are enough materials 
and literature for fl oating new courses on African philosophy. While it is true 
that the number of relevant courses in other departments has increased over 
the years, it is not quite the case with the second premise; the literature on the 
history of African ideas remains largely inadequate. 

 Th e problem of adequate literature on African philosophy has been identi-
fi ed as a major problem of the discipline. To confront and solve this persis-
tent problem, therefore, a multi-disciplinary approach to the study of Africa 
should be increasingly adopted, with the aim of providing the necessary mate-
rials for the African philosopher. Th is can be done at the postgraduate levels, 
where a student’s thesis or dissertation can be structured in such a way that it 
encompasses the disciplines of African history and philosophy. It will mean 
the supervision of such a student by experts from both fi elds, but this will 
eventually produce students who understand the African situation, are sensi-
tive to the contemporary challenges of the African experience, and are able to 
produce ideas to solve these challenges. 

 Furthermore, there has to be an increase in seminars, workshops and 
conferences targeted at a particular  problematique  in African philosophy. 
Participants will need to be drawn from the various disciplines that can con-
tribute to fi nding solutions to the  problematique.  Th e papers presented can 
then form the bases for textbooks and journal articles in areas of specialization 
that are in dire need of literature. 17   

    Conclusion 

 While the fi rst set of suggestions that involves changes in curricula and ori-
entation will no doubt quickly check the replication of the “defi cient species” 
in which some African philosophers can be classifi ed, the latter recommen-
dations will bring about a consolidation of the discipline through a proper 
anchorage on the intellectual history of Africa. In so doing, we must admit 
that “it is no longer possible to rely entirely on traditional culture for solutions 

17   A good example of what is being advocated are such books as O. Oladipo & A.B. Ekanola (eds.)  Th e 
Development Philosophy of Emmanuel Onyechere Osigwe Anyiam Osigwe Vol.1,  (Ibadan, 2009) and 
O. Oyesile and F. Off or (eds.),  Ethics, Governance and Social Order in Africa: Essays in Honour of Godwin 
S. Sogolo , (Ibadan, 2016). 
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to the myriad problems of Africa, is also a need to see that it is neither possible 
nor desirable to reject the African culture in its entirety.” 18  What is useful is 
to critically reconstruct and evaluate that which is relevant in the African past 
for the purpose of charting a better future. 

 In recalibrating the discipline of African philosophy, the fi rst move is to 
seek ways of making African philosophy the dominant theme and focus in 
all departments of philosophy in Africa. Th is should be closely followed with 
a reorientation of the discipline in a manner that will give it a strong African 
outlook rooted in African cultural and historical experience down the ages. 
Th is does not mean discarding completely all of Western philosophy; for 
Africa’s current situation makes it necessary that African philosophy should 
sift out from the West that which is relevant to current African realities. Th is 
need does not arise, however, from Bodunrin’s admonition of learning from 
the feet of the “Western master,” but rather from the fact that Western phi-
losophy derived signifi cant stimulus and input from ancient Egyptian phi-
losophy. 19  It is when viewed from this perspective that Abiola Irele’s point 
about Africa having a claim upon Western civilization as well as considerable 
stake in it becomes very instructive. 20  Th us, African philosophers, in drawing 
occasionally from the corpus of Western philosophy, are merely benefi ting 
from the investments of their ancestors. A partial assimilation from Western 
philosophy of that which is relevant to the contemporary African situation 
and a heavy reliance on African experience will be pivotal in addressing the 
current poverty in the discipline and preparing it for the challenges of the 
twenty-fi rst century.     

18   O. Oladipo, “Contemporary African Philosophy, Issues, Tasks and Challenges.” Paper presented at the 
international conference on African Philosophy down the ages: Th e Problem of its history and 
Historiography, held at the Seminary of SS Peter and Paul, Bodija, Ibadan, Nigeria, 27–31st march, 
1995, pp. 6–7. 
19   See Cheik Anta Dipop,  Civilization or Barbarism: An Authentic Anthropology  (New York, 1991). Also 
I.C. Onyewenyi,  Th e African Origins of Greek Philosophy  (Nsukka, 1993). 
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         Introduction 

 Although the literature on African metaphysics is growing, there is no com-
mon agreement on its meaning, nature and scope. In addition, most dis-
cussions on African metaphysics do not separate traditional from modern 
African metaphysics. Th is chapter deliberates on the ongoing discussions on 
African metaphysics, aiming to derive some generally acceptable meanings 
and understandings of the nature and scope of this subject, while being well 
aware of the varying opinions on the same. Similarly, the chapter will distin-
guish traditional African metaphysics from the emerging new discussions on 
the same subject. 

    The Meaning of African Metaphysics 

 In general, metaphysics can be defi ned as the investigation of the essence, 
properties and laws of existence (Lajul  2014a ,  b : 140). Lotz, J. B. adds that 
metaphysics is the study of “that which is beyond the physical” ( 1974 : 247), 
while Ozumba ( 2004 ) thinks metaphysics deals with the nature of existence. 



Placide Tempels, on the other hand, defi nes metaphysics as the study of “real-
ity, existing in everything and in every being in the universe” ( 1998 : 430). 

 African metaphysics has been defi ned by Ozumba ( op. cit. ) as “the African 
way of perceiving, interpreting and making meaning out of interactions, 
among beings, and reality in general. It is the totality of the African’s percep-
tion of reality.” Menkiti reminds us that African metaphysics “is not rooted in 
supernaturalism and its metaphysics are empirically grounded” ( 2004b : 69). 
For Th éophile Obenga ( 2004 ), African metaphysics, which is the main branch 
of African philosophy, should be engagement with reality. He derives this defi -
nition from the distinction he makes between Greek and Egyptian philosophy. 

 According to Obenga, Greek philosophy can be distinguished from 
Egyptian philosophy by noting that the Greek version considers philosophy 
to be  love of wisdom  and a philosopher to be a  lover of wisdom;  in the Egyptian 
version, to philosophize is “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” ( 2004 : 33). African meta-
physics is, then, the intense engagement 1  with reality itself, and through this 
engagement the meaning and the underlying causes of reality are discovered. 

 Th e point about African metaphysics is that, while the West in its meth-
odology approaches metaphysics, like philosophy, as a detached intellectual 
activity to investigate reality, African metaphysics is an engaged intellectual 
and human activity of the whole person that is involved with reality, and 
through this engagement the meaning and causes of reality are discovered. 2  
Where this view comes close to existentialism is in the belief that “existence 
precedes essence” (Nellickappilly  2015 : 1). 

 In line with this, Emmanuel Ibout competently argues that man “cannot 
know without the involvement of his emotions, faith/belief, imagination, etc., 
that the only place you can fi nd a knowledge that does not involve human 
emotions is artifi cial intelligence like computers and robots” ( 2010 : 58–59). 
Here, Ibout is criticizing the Western approach to philosophy in general and 
to metaphysics in particular and saying that true knowledge of any kind is a 
result of the diff erent faculties of the human person, not only of intellectual 
activity as the West thinks. Th is also means that in a metaphysical discourse, 

1   Th is is not just an intellectual engagement, but the engagement of the whole person, involving both 
intellect and will. 
2   One might ask, is this not the same as Western existentialism? My answer is no, because Søren 
Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche, who are usually taken to be the key early existentialists though one 
was a devout Christian and the other an ardent atheist, are united by their emphasis on the individual 
rather than society as the centre of concern and value (Cf. Sartre J.P. “Existentialism Is a Humanism.” 
Club Maintenant, Paris. October 29 1945). 
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both the mind and will are involved in deriving knowledge. Th is knowledge is 
not generated just for its own sake, but for the purpose of life. 

 Th is is why Innocent Onyewuenyi further says that African metaphysics is 
“the foundation upon which one builds one’s career consciously and uncon-
sciously; it is the guide; the author of the human interests; upon its truth or 
falsity depends what type of man or woman you may develop into” ( 1991 : 39). 
African metaphysics is not just a theoretical discourse, then, but a practical 
one, and we build our world on this deeply seated metaphysical knowledge 
and the related principles and theories. 

 African metaphysics is the identifi cation of empirically grounded and 
deeply seated rational explanations of existence. It is the attempt to explain 
the relationship between what humans experience in their interactions with 
the visible and the invisible world around them. Th is world is a dynamic rela-
tionship between what was, what is and what will be, meaning the past, the 
present and the future. Th is is in contrast to John Mbiti’s view that Africans 
only have concepts of the past and the present ( 1969 : 22). 

 Th e problem this defi nition of African metaphysics creates is to refer to 
the Heideggerian “metaphysical anthropology” or Kantian “ metaphysica spe-
cialis ”, which study a particular sphere of essences, like God, nature, man 
and so forth. It would apparently exclude Heideggerian ontology or Kantian 
“ metaphysica generalis ”, which is the study of being as being (Chiedozie Okoro 
 2011 : 116). Th is implies that for Kant there is a distinction between special 
metaphysics—which is the study of particular essences, like God, nature and 
man—and general metaphysics—which studies being as being. Heidegger 
calls the former metaphysical anthropology and the latter, ontology. Th e defi -
nition of African metaphysics given above seems to concur with the Kantian 
special metaphysics and the Heideggarian metaphysical anthropology, leaving 
out the Kantian general metaphysics and the Heideggarian ontology. 

 My view is that in African metaphysics, this neat distinction between gen-
eral metaphysics and special metaphysics or between metaphysical anthropol-
ogy and ontology is not there. 3  In living and interacting with the particular 
sphere of essences, like God, fellowmen and nature, man acquires deep insight 
into the qualities of those essences that link them together as beings, but also 
of those essences that distinguish them from one another. Th at is why think-
ers like Alexis Kagame are able to identify such ideas in the Bantu term  ntu  
(the Kantian  generalis , the Heideggerian  metaphysics ), which is general to all 

3   We should be aware that the term “metaphysics” is an unjustifi ed adaptation of Andronicus of Rhodes’ 
classifi cation of Aristotle’s works written after “On Nature”/“Physics”. Th e correct and appropriate term 
is ‘ontology’, which is the study of reality. However, diff erent authors have distinguished these terms in 
diff erent ways. 
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beings. It is only when  ntu  is joined to other prefi xes that the Kantian  specialis  
and the Heideggerian  physics  become particularized: Mu ntu— human being, 
Ki ntu— thing, Ha ntu— place or time, and Ku ntu— modality (Udoka U.N. 
2011: 253). 

 Th us, African metaphysics is the identifi cation of dynamic, interactive 
essences between beings, some of which are universal while others are particu-
lar, and the study of how hierarchies of beings are diff erentiated, as Placide 
Tempels contends ( 1998 : 429–434). Ozumba ( 2004 ) supports this under-
standing by saying that in African metaphysics, empiricism merges with ratio-
nalism. Th e cleavage between empiricism and rationalism, if it exists at all, is 
not a matter for serious epistemological dispute ( ibid ). 

 African metaphysics is, then, the engagement with reality, the identifi cation 
of empirically grounded and deeply seated rational explanations of existence; 
it is an attempt to explain the relationship between what humans experience 
in their interactions with the visible and the invisible world around them.  

    The Nature of African Metaphysics 

 Asouzu ( 1985 ) thinks African metaphysics is  mythological  in orientation, in 
contrast to Western metaphysics, which is  science oriented . He says that in 
Africa, metaphysics takes the form of a set or body of beliefs and practices 
in relation to the ultimate reality. In this form, the dynamic constitution of 
nature, whose self-explanatory force is fundamental for scientifi c growth, is 
replaced by belief in a dynamic force in the form of a personal god, spirit or 
other agencies responsible for explanation of the reality of things. 

 Th is model of metaphysics concentrates primarily on grasping the nature 
of the being responsible for the existence of the world. It is comfortable with 
taking stock of the very attributes of this personal being, the being’s relation-
ship with man and nature, and so on. Th is view is also supported by Ruch 
and Anyanwu, who add that dependence on family, community and friends 
is unreliable, incomplete and uncertain. An African realizes that his expecta-
tions cannot be satisfi ed; rather, only God through faith can be relied upon 
(1985: 164f ). Living in a community, the African believes that there are mys-
terious forces surrounding him. 

 Omeregbe apparently confi rms this explanation of the nature of African 
metaphysics by saying that Africans realize that “[…] there are mystical or 
supernatural forces which defy any scientifi c analysis or explanation. Th ese 
forces […] can be manipulated by man and employed for both good and 
evil purposes, such as protection, prevention of calamities, cure of diseases, 
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procreation and bringing about sickness, death, and other kinds of misfor-
tune to people” ( 1990 : 26–27). 

 Th is mythology, as Anyanwu calls it, was that with which the African 
thinker was deeply engaged, had fallen in love with, and had an intense desire 
and strong enthusiasm to investigate so as to discover the causes underlying 
reality and from which he could build a system of values by which society 
may live. Th at this involvement with the mythical is a hindrance to refl ec-
tive thinking and the ability to appreciate scientifi c development, as Asouzu 
claims, may not be true. 

 Th e explanation for the rejection of mythological answers to fundamental 
metaphysical questions stems from the Western mindset that truth can only 
be acquired through criticality and rationality, that anything outside human 
reason is a liability. So beliefs and emotions, among other things, cannot be 
relied upon in the deliverance of the true knowledge on which human society 
can be built. Th at is why Asouzu sees this methodology, the use of reason, as 
leading to the scientifi c approach used in Western metaphysics, while over- 
reliance on other methodologies has led to the mythological approach fol-
lowed in African metaphysics (Asouzu  1985 : 193). 4  

 Fortunately, such a distinction in metaphysical methodology has long been 
disapproved by many thinkers. Higgs, for instance, observes that reason is 
neither necessary nor universal, but nor is it arbitrary, for it emerges in plural 
conversations in which people together inquire, disagree, explain or argue 
their views in the pursuit of a  consensual outcome . Such an outcome is one that 
the participants, after careful deliberation of diff erent opinions and alterna-
tive perspectives, are satisfi ed with for that moment in time ( 1997 : 7). At this 
stage, we can still agree that African metaphysics is mythological, in the sense 
that it investigates and derives answers that go beyond the rational limitations 
of human and other particular existent realities. 

 Mythology, however, should be distinguished from beliefs in mental cat-
egories that do not correspond to reality. Mythology is not a belief in mental 
categories, but a belief in the existence of realities beyond those that can be 
mentally verifi ed, although they are mentally perceivable. All scientifi c discov-
eries and inventions were at one time mythologies in the sense that they were 
initially only mentally perceivable, and only years later were they scientifi cally 
verifi ed. Building a world system that acknowledges realities that are both 
verifi able and those that are not verifi able is not contrary to reason but rather 

4   It is also good to note that the “mythology” narrative is far from being irrational in terms of origin and 
formulation. Mythology, contrary to what many authors hold, is the result of man’s endeavour to ration-
alise the origins, meaning and ends of the universe and man. 
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is a supplement to human rationality. Th e Western world of science, purport-
ing to be built only on verifi able realities, can be robotic and inhumane since 
even the human person is so complex that nobody has succeeded in scientifi -
cally verifying all that he or she is. 

 Another characteristic of African metaphysics is that it is  teleological . Teff o 
and Roux have attempted to distinguish  teleological  and  mechanistic  meta-
physics. Th ey see teleological metaphysics as characteristic of African meta-
physics because it understands reality as hanging together because of aims, 
and the metaphysics itself is driven by aims. In this metaphysics, there are no 
blind happenings but only purposeful actions. On the other hand, Western 
mechanistic metaphysics (which arose from the post-scientifi c cultural revo-
lution between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries) rejects these views as 
meaningless and thinks of reality in mechanical terms, in terms of mechanical 
causation ( 1998 : 192). Th is view of Teff o and Roux may be criticized on the 
ground that such mechanistic thought does not cut across all Western think-
ing, but it is defi nitely part and parcel of Western thinking. 

 For Teff o and Roux, there are those who reject the teleological understanding 
of metaphysics on the basis that everything is explainable in the scientifi c sense, 
while African metaphysics insists that not everything can be explained in the 
scientifi c sense. As Teff o and Roux contend, “Our perceptions are infl uenced 
by our expectations, beliefs and emotions, but also by our conceptual schemes, 
our histories and social circumstances, and the language we talk” ( ibid : 192). 

 Teff o and Roux have elucidated this idea by saying, despite everything: 
“We argue that, generally speaking, metaphysical thinking in Africa has fea-
tures which make it a particular way of conceptualizing reality. Facets of this 
conceptual scheme are discussed with reference mostly to specifi c cultural 
groups. […] Such views cannot be ignored because they also come into play 
when issues such as development, education, government, and legislation are 
discussed” ( ibid : 194). 

 Emphasis on scientifi c explanations as a basis for rejecting teleological aims 
in life can no longer be accepted. Th is is because, though rationality is not 
arbitrary, it cannot be taken as the absolute criterion for deriving truth. To 
distinguish science-oriented metaphysics, with its emphasis on rationality and 
criticality, from mythology-oriented metaphysics, involving use of the combi-
nation of emotions, imagination, faith and reason, may not be the right way to 
go. Th is does not mean we can absolutely rely on faith or emotions as the only 
means of deriving truth; reason must also be involved. Where faith and emotion 
replace reason completely, it is not right; and where reason ignores faith and 
emotions completely, it is also not right. To ignore reason in African metaphys-
ics leads to what Ozumba has described as a backward metaphysics that distracts 
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us from a serious investigation of nature. Where he goes wrong is to think that 
serious investigation of nature can only be done by science. African metaphys-
ics can still be teleological (which is neither “irrational” nor “arational”), and 
this understanding should be taken cautiously to mean that reason need not be 
sacrifi ced in preference to faith. Teleological metaphysics should then mean the 
ability to see meaning behind the existence of reality, purpose for the existence 
of the world, and underlying consistent principles as the coherency between 
being and existence. 

 A third view is that African metaphysics is  holistic . Teff o and Roux put it 
bluntly; African metaphysics is holistic in nature. Reality is seen as a closed 
system in which everything hangs together and is aff ected by any change in 
the system. Th ere is a principle concerning the interaction of forces, that is, 
between God and humankind, between diff erent people, between human-
kind and animals, and between humankind and material things ( ibid : 196). 

 As Teff o and Roux explain: “Th ese forces are hierarchically placed; they 
form a ‘chain of being’. In this hierarchy God, the creator and source of all 
vital forces, is at the apex. Th en follow the ancestors, then humankind, and 
then the lower forces, animals, plants and matter. Th is system of vital forces 
constitutes a closed universe. When one element gains in force another has to 
lose it” ( Ibid ). It is also important to underline that “the living person takes 
a central place in this system” ( ibid ). While the “vital or life force” meta-
physics puts forward here is strongly questioned by More ( 1996 : 152) and 
Kaphagawani ( 1998 : 169–176), the hierarchic structure and holistic features 
of this metaphysics are not questioned since, for the purpose of comparison, 
both Aristotelian and Th omistic metaphysics are also hierarchical. 

 Th e teleological and holistic natures of African metaphysics are not con-
tradictory to each other. Th ough some authors think mythology undermines 
serious metaphysical knowledge, I believe this is not the case. In my view, 
this mythology, as Asouzu claims, is a result of answers given to the teleologi-
cally fundamental questions in African metaphysics. Th is metaphysics is not 
a myth, but rather it provides answers that go beyond the rationative answers 
of Western metaphysics.  

    The Scope of African Metaphysics 

 Pancras Kaboha ( 1992 ) holds that Western metaphysics narrows the scope 
of metaphysics, while African philosophy has the potential to open the eyes 
of Western thinkers to the wider scope of metaphysics. For him, it all began 
with the industrial revolution, when Western civilization started worshipping 
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science. From the time of David Hume up to the twentieth century, the asser-
tions of Wittgenstein that metaphysics and ethics are not philosophy were 
accepted without question. Th is eventually led to dialectical materialism and 
the denial of the “soul” in man. 

 Western metaphysics considers only those realities that are logical, reason-
able and comprehensible by our rational minds to fall under the scope of 
metaphysics, yet the scope of African metaphysics goes beyond that which is 
provable by our rational minds. 5  Western philosophy limits the realities that 
are verifi able by experimentation to natural science and the realities that are 
reasonable to human minds to philosophy. Th e central diff erence between 
the scopes of Western and African metaphysics lies in African metaphysics’ 
yearning after knowledge of the ultimate realities, whether such knowledge is 
derived from experience or experimentation, by reason or from faith. 

 For Kaboha, knowledge can be derived from our heads (reason), bodies 
(experience) and spirits (faith, inner senses, extra-sensory perceptions, etc.). 
Communing with nature at times gives us knowledge that defi es easy rational 
analysis, he contends. He also maintains that between knowing and living, 
living comes fi rst, and knowledge is only derived from the concrete circum-
stances of living ( ibid ). 

 Th is implies that the scope of African metaphysics is not determined by 
its methodology. In the West, metaphysical knowledge arises from human 
reason, while other methodologies are reserved for other disciplines, like 
faith to theology and experience to science. Th e scope of African metaphys-
ics is instead determined by its aim, by what it wants to attain or arrive at. 
Metaphysical knowledge cannot be reached or arrived at by reason alone; it 
needs other methodologies, like existential experiences, intuition and faith. 
Combined together, they give rise to a better understanding of the ultimate 
reality. African metaphysics takes the knowledge of reality as a totality, regard-
less of whether this reality is material or immaterial, seen or unseen, mundane 
or celestial, human or non-human, living or non-living. 

 Another important point that can be derived is that, in the process of 
acquiring knowledge about the ultimate metaphysical realities, one does not 
begin by refl ection but by getting involved and interacting with the realities 
one wants to know. From these interactions one derives abstract  knowledge, 
the mental metaphysical knowledge, about the ultimate realities. “Th e African 
‘lives’ the metaphysical as well as the physical life; his religion is not divorced 

5   One may say that even Plato’s “world of forms” was not rationally provable, but it is nevertheless widely 
accepted in Western metaphysics. Th is may be beside the point, because African philosophy is not always 
an antithesis of Western philosophy; however, the methodology adopted in Western philosophy—
namely, rationality and criticality—would put such claims in doubt. 
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from his culture or his philosophy of life” ( Ibid ). One might say this is typi-
cal of all “primitive” societies, and it is just a stage of development in the 
Marxist sense rather than an essential attribute of African philosophy. Th is 
would mean that primitive societies were not capable of doing philosophy, 
and philosophy only comes about when people have reached a certain stage of 
development in the Marxist sense, which is incorrect. 

 So, the scope of African metaphysics is  empirico-rationative . Th at is, ratio-
nal and abstract concepts of reality are derived from existential living. Th us, 
it goes beyond rational, abstract knowledge of the ultimate realities to include 
empirico-existential knowledge derived from living and interacting with the 
ultimate and other realities within and outside of the human environment.   

    Traditional African Metaphysics 

 If African metaphysics is engagement with reality, or the identifi cation of 
empirically grounded and deeply seated rational explanations of existence, 
then traditional African metaphysics is the African understanding of such 
engagement with reality as it was in the past, and precisely before interaction 
with Western cultures began. It is the explanations of the relationship between 
existence and being as they were understood in traditional African societ-
ies. Th ese explanations may be distinguished from modern attempts to try 
to understand and adapt these understandings for contemporary relevance. 
African traditional metaphysics investigates concepts like the absolute being 
(God), nature and man, among others. Modern African metaphysics is the 
attempt by individual African thinkers to adopt and apply these traditional 
metaphysical principles or any other relevant metaphysical principles and 
concepts for contemporary relevance in Africa. 

    The Concept of Being 

 A concept commonly discussed in traditional African metaphysics is that 
of “being”. Often, authors begin by quoting the most famous Tempelsian 
phrase, “force is being, being is force” (Tempels  1959 : 51). Ansah Richard 
thinks that, unlike the European, the African does not conceive the world 
as a confl ict between good and evil, light and darkness, God and Devil. Th e 
African recognizes that all beings are made of forces ( 2015 : 2). Th e African 
believes that the life force of the creator is present in all creatures and in all 
things ( ibid ). “ Force  in African thought is a necessary element in being, and 
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the concept  force  is inseparable from the defi nition of being. Th ere is no idea 
among Africans of being divorced from the idea of  force . Without the element 
 force , being cannot be conceived” ( ibid ). 

 Tempels, the originator of this discussion, insists that what Western thinkers 
call “being”, Africans [the Bantu] call “force”: “Where we see concrete beings, 
they see concrete forces. When we say that “beings” are diff erentiated by their 
essence or nature, Bantu say that “forces” diff er in their essence or nature. Th ey 
hold that there is the divine force, celestial or terrestrial forces, human forces, 
animal forces, vegetable and even material or mineral forces” (Tempels  1998 : 
431). For Tempels, “beings” are hierarchical. Some beings have higher forces 
while others have lower forces, though each is related to the others. 

 Dukor adds that Africans believe that behind every human being or object 
there is a vital power or soul ( 1989 : 369). Africans personify nature because 
they believe that there is a spiritual force residing in every object of nature. 
Th is is why African religious practices, feasts and ceremonies cannot in any 
way be equated to magical and idolatrous practices or fetishism. For that 
matter, Parrinder thinks that “the Africans were incurably religious people” 
( 1974 : 9). One may say that this is true of other primitive societies. Th is is not 
the issue, however, because to claim that Africans are incurably religious does 
not negate the fact that others may be the same. 

 My view is that being in African metaphysics is a dynamic concept. It is 
diff erent from the Western understanding that distinguishes “being” from 
“becoming”, making being static and becoming dynamic. In African meta-
physics, being is activity and becoming is a process. 6  To be a human person is 
an activity that goes on all the time, so long as such a person is in existence; 
while becoming a person is a process that starts probably at conception and 
continues till death, or even after death according to some African cultures.  

    African Ontology 

  Chambers 20th Century Dictionary  defi nes ontology as the science that 
addresses principles of metaphysics and the nature and essence of things 
(Kirkpatrick  1983 : 885). “Ontology refers to what is out there to know. 
Ontology has to do with whether something exists as real (realism) or as per-
ceived  (subjectivism)” (Peter Narh  2012 : 2). Ontology is thus a theory of 
existence concerned with the nature of reality and human beings (Lee  2012 ). 

6   One may claim that an activity is also a process. But activity is motion, while process is progression or a 
procedure which the thing in motion goes through. 
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 If ontology is the theory of existence, then African ontology is the African 
theory of existence. At the core of the African theory of existence is the world 
and all that is related to it. African ontology is the theory of the world and all 
that is in existence and how all that is in existence relates to each other. Africans 
think this world and all that exists in it are ordered and causally related. Aja 
( 2001 ) says that the world is an ordered universe in which all events are caused 
and potentially explicable. Gyekye ( 1987 ) thinks that the realities in exis-
tence are causally related, not just mechanically, chemically or psychologically 
related, as the West thinks; the African doctrine of universal causation speaks 
of a metaphysical kind of causality which binds the creator to the creature. 

 Dukor thinks that African ontology is anthropocentric (meaning man- 
centred), in the sense that everything is seen in terms of its relation to man 
( 1989 : 369). Th is means that in this ontology, all other forces in the universe 
are related to man and his nature. For Anyanwu, forces are interrelated in 
African metaphysics: “From the beginning of the world, it is assumed, there 
has existed a life force, created by one God which is always active, spread 
throughout the universe, dispensed to all animate-life forces, man, animals 
and the plants, sometimes communicated to things which we consider inani-
mate” ( 1983 : 60). 

 Tempels calls this life force the “vital force”, while Edwin Smith calls it 
dynamism. Parrinder defi nes this dynamism as “the belief in and practices 
associated with the belief in hidden, mysterious, supersensible, pervading 
energy, powers, and potent forces” (Parrinder  1974 : 2). Dukor calls it “spiri-
tual essence” (1987: 370). In some parts of West Africa, these terms have 
been translated as  Nyama , the impersonal, unconscious energy found in man, 
animals, gods, nature and things (Parrinder  1974 : 22). 

 Furthermore, African ontology advocates that beings are in harmonious, 
complementary relationship. “Th is ontology holds that everything that exists 
serves as missing links of reality” (Asouzu  2007 : 10) and that “individuals or 
groups can only live meaningfully in harmonious, complementary relation-
ship” (Akpan et al.  2013 : 123). Akpan  et al.  go on to conclude that Nigeria 
is in chaos because this principle of complementary relationship has not yet 
taken root in the minds of its citizens. 

 So, traditional African ontology is a concept of being as a life-giving force, 
related to and infl uencing other beings. Th is totality of beings is in harmoni-
ous, complementary relationship with each other for the benefi t of the human 
being as a central agent in that harmony.  
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    African Cosmology 

 Cosmology is “the Science of the universe as a whole: a treatise on the structure 
and part of the system of creation” (Kirkpatrick  1983 : 283). For Kanu, several 
African literatures present cosmology as basically religious, saying that cosmol-
ogy gives a sense of purpose and direction to the lives of people and enables 
them to act purposefully and exercise a measure of control over their environ-
ment. Cosmology answers fundamental questions about the place and relation-
ship of man within the universe. Th is cannot be done outside the ambience of 
supernatural power or powers, and thus this cannot be done outside religion 
( 2013 : 533). Kanu then defi nes African cosmology as “the way Africans per-
ceive, conceive and contemplate their universe; the lens through which they 
see reality, which aff ects their value systems and attitudinal orientations; it is 
the African’s search for the meaning of life, and an unconscious but natural 
tendency to arrive at a unifying base that constitutes a frame of meaning often 
viewed as  terminus adquo— origin, and as  terminus ad quem— end” ( Ibid ). 

 African cosmology is, then, a template and a lens through which Africans 
see the world, build their value system, fi nd meaning in life, view the world as 
origin and end, and see existence as constituting a unifying system. Th is cos-
mology is the underlining thought link that holds together the African value 
system, philosophy of life, social conduct, morality, folklores, myths, rites, 
rituals, norms, rules, ideas, cognitive mappings and theologies ( ibid : 533–4). 

 According to African cosmology, the universe is divided into two realms: 
the spiritual and the physical. God represents the Chief Being and sits at the 
summit of power. Among the spiritual beings are the ancestors and minor 
spirits. Th e physical world is dominated by man, who occupies the central 
position in the scheme of the created world. Onunwa thinks that the African 
universe is triangular, with God at the apex, the ancestors at the base and man 
at the centre (Onunwa  1994 : 250). Kanu similarly claims that the primacy of 
the human being in the African universe is due to the central place he occu-
pies within the universe (Kanu  2013 : 534). 

 So, African cosmology consists of a basic belief in the unity of all things and 
ordered relationships among all things; it is a belief that God, ancestors, man 
and other created things live in symbiotic and reciprocal relationship (Nwala 
 1985 : 26). 

    God in African Cosmology 

 God in the African universe is a reality and not an abstract concept 
(Quarcoopome  1987 ). Idowu ( 1962 ) thinks that he is a personal being with 
whom one can enter into communion. He is approachable in all occasions of 
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life. In some African cultures, God is conceived as masculine, as among the 
Yoruba, Mende and Akan; in some cultures, God is feminine, as among the 
Ewe; in some others, God is conceived as both male and female, as among the 
Gas (Kanu  2013 : 535–6). 

 While in many parts of the world, God is conceived of as masculine, it is 
interesting to note the variations in this concept in African cosmology. In my 
view, this may depend on the kind of African society. Some African societies are 
patrilineal, while others are matrilineal; the tendency is to conceive of the high-
est authority (God) in similar terms to the authorities existing in such societies. 

 Kanu then lists the diff erent attributes of God as being: real, unique, abso-
lute controller of the universe, one, creator, king, omnipotent, eternal and 
judge ( ibid : 537–9). Th ese attributions may vary from one African society to 
another, but in essence they are similar.   

    The African Concept of the Person 

 We derive a people’s concept of a person not from propositional statements 
made by them, but from their way of life (Appiah  2004 : 25–6). Despite 
various views of the concept of the person from one culture to another, 
Ozumba ( 2004 ) observes: “What we have are similar outlooks which enjoy a 
higher semblance than with views outside the African sub-region” (Ozumba, 
 2004 : 1). Th ese outlooks, like any cultural philosophy, have certain underly-
ing logic and understanding. 

 Teff o and Roux contend that African metaphysical discussions on the con-
cept of the human person identify four major aspects: the  relational  basis of 
selfhood,  empirical  considerations,  dualism  and  destiny  ( 1998 : 145–7) .  I will use 
this classifi cation in discussing the concept of the person in African metaphysics. 

    Th e Person as Relational 

 While Western metaphysics bases its argument of the concept of the human 
person on epistemology and psychology, African thinking bases its arguments 
on social relations. Teff o and Roux conclude that although the community 
plays an important part in determining the selfhood of human beings, human 
persons cannot be reduced to mere products of any kind of collectivity or 
community ( ibid : 145). 

 Using Mbiti’s famous phrase that “I am because we are” ( 1970 : 141), 
Menkiti confi rms that the relational or social basis of selfhood in Africa does 
not destroy human individuality. Its sense is that an individual who recognizes 
the sources of his or her own humanity realizes with internal assurance that in 
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the absence of others no grounds exist for a claim regarding the individual’s 
own standing as a person ( 2004a ,  b : 324). Th is means that an individual 
is an extended self. “Th is Mbitian phrase should not be misunderstood. In 
traditional African social philosophy, the community is essentially composed 
of individuals who are very closely and strongly related to the community” 
(Lajul  2014a : 104).  

    Th e Person as Dualistic 

 Despite diff erent answers to the question of what constitutes a person, most 
African authors agree that the person consists basically of a “material” aspect 
and a “spiritual” aspect or aspects. Dualism arises in the explanation of how 
these two aspects relate or function together. Th e nature of this spiritual aspect 
has been very controversial even among African scholars from the same ethnic 
communities (Teff o and Roux  1998 : 146). 

 Other authors, however, see human nature as more than dualistic. Th is 
is manifested where a person is thought to have more than two constitutive 
elements, as with the Akan and the Yoruba of Nigeria ( ibid : 147). In general, 
there is agreement that a person is more than the body; there is an immate-
rial dimension of the human person. How the body relates to this immaterial 
dimension constitutes what some authors call dualism.  

    Th e Person as Triadic 

 Another view quite common among Africans is that a human is three- 
dimensional (triadic), constituted of the body, soul and heart. Th e most central 
of these three is the third dimension, the heart. In other words, the heart is the 
central constitutive element of a person. According to Segun, the Yoruba call 
this element  okán , which is acknowledged as the physical organ responsible 
for the circulation of blood. ““[…] it is also conceived as the source of emo-
tional and psychic reactions” ( 1998b : 150). Th e Akans call it the “personality 
entity” ( sunsum ) (Kaphagawani  2004 : 332–3). Basically, most Africans seem 
to agree that the human person has more than two interrelated elements: the 
body, the soul and the heart. However, the heart is the element responsible for 
personality and the source of emotional and psychic reactions. Th e English 
term “heart”, at least in many African cultural communities, does not refer to 
the physical organ used for the circulation of blood, as in one of the interpre-
tations Segun gives, but only to the central part of the person responsible for 
character, emotions and feelings. 
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 Among the Acholi of northern Uganda, for instance, the English word 
“heart” is translated as  Adunu .  Adunu  is the physical organ responsible for 
the circulation of blood in the body. Th e word the Acholi use for personality 
and emotion instead is  cwiny . Th is should not be identifi ed with the English 
word “liver”, the physical organ, which the Acholi would translate as  Acuny. 
Acuny  is not what the Acholi would identify with  cwiny . Th is is similar to other 
Ugandan terms that have similar interpretations:  cwing  (Acholi),  cuny  (Langi), 
 omutima  (Luganda) and  ingeso  (Bafumbira), all of which refer to the meta-
physical reality responsible for character, emotions and, as Segun calls it, the 
source of emotional and psychic reactions or the spiritual source of emotion.   

    The Person and Destiny 

 Th e question of destiny is an important metaphysical concept on which 
African development hangs. Th e main question is whether our destiny is pre-
determined or whether it depends on individual choice and opportunities. 
For Teff o and Roux, the imposition or choice of destiny determines for the 
person what he or she will be in life. A person’s destiny determines his or her 
success or failure, personality, luck or ill-luck (Teff o and Roux  1998 : 147). 

 A study of diff erent African languages shows that some African societies 
believe in the concept of destiny as predetermination, while others think there 
is room for the individual to infl uence his or her destiny. Th inking that a per-
son’s destiny is predetermined has consequences for the way one accepts fate 
and surrenders to unacceptable human conditions. Such metaphysics gives 
justifi cation to thinkers like Inokoba, who believe that the African metaphysi-
cal worldview is a  cul de sac  preventing the continent from embracing innova-
tion and change. If one’s destiny is already predetermined, then why bother 
to change the lot given by fate? But this is not the view of all Africans, as we 
shall discuss in the section on modern African metaphysics. A good number 
of Africans also see that while a lot of things happen to them out of chance, 
ultimately one’s lot can be changed. We shall discuss this idea in detail in the 
following section.   

    Modern African Metaphysics 

 In this section, I will discuss modern debates on the nature of African meta-
physics, utilising diff erent views of individual authors who have studied 
African metaphysics. 
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    Science Versus Mythological Metaphysics 

 Asouzu ( 1985 ) begins by defi ning metaphysics as the most fundamental sci-
ence and the basic tool of exploration. He believes that “metaphysical pre-
conditioning or consciousness leads us to approach sensory data in particular 
ways and, furthermore, infl uences both our formulation of problems and pos-
sible solutions” ( ibid ). Asouzu argues that scientifi c progress is sustained by 
the urge to go beyond each attainable result, which only metaphysical sophis-
tication can achieve. 

 In Africa, one discovers that serious and consistent eff orts have been made 
within this area to ask questions that go beyond the possible limits of attain-
able results. Yet the curious energy expended within the African context in the 
search for scientifi c answers to challenging problems has not always yielded 
results comparable to those obtained elsewhere. A pertinent question is why 
a quest sustained by the urge to break new ground may be fundamentally the 
same in diff erent contexts, but the results in terms of tangible or recognizable 
results remain at variance ( ibid ). 

 To answer this basic question, Asouzu has come up with two models of 
metaphysics,  the science-oriented model  and  the mythological model of metaphys-
ics . He defi nes the science-oriented model of metaphysics as characteristically 
dipping into the mythological worldviews of the people at their time; the 
identifi cation of the ontological meanings of existent things; the discovery of 
self-explanatory values of existent things; the fi nding out of the hidden secrets 
and mysteries behind nature itself; and the attempt to make nature reveal the 
mysteries and secrets hidden in it ( ibid ). 

 On the other hand, African metaphysics is still a body of belief and prac-
tices in relation to the ultimate being; an inquiring into the constitution of 
nature, the dynamic force in the form of a personal god, spirit or other agen-
cies responsible for the explanation of existent things; an attempt at grasping 
the nature of the being responsible for existence of the world; a concentration 
on understanding the attributes of this personal being and its relationship to 
man and to nature; among other things ( ibid ). 

 For Anyanwu, Africans have their own popular metaphysics, namely, 
mythology. “Th e African has the feeling of dependence: on family, commu-
nity, friends and groups. He realizes that his dependence on them is incom-
plete or embodies some uncertainties because none of these dependent forces 
can satisfy all the expectations of the individual. Only through faith in God or 
dependence on Him can he be free of disappointment” (Ruch and Anyanwu 
 1984 : 163f ). 
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 Th e implication of this text is that it is the feeling of alienation of man 
from fellow men, on the basis of their unreliability, which creates a personal 
insecurity that often makes man seek solace in the mystical being, God. Since 
human problems are many, man seeks solutions beyond this world, in the 
world of God through religion. 

 In my opinion, this is not the right way of understanding African meta-
physics, yet at the same time one cannot dismiss the fact that often irresolvable 
problems drive mankind to the mystical. However, some aspects of African 
religiosity and metaphysical orientation go beyond these observations made 
by Asouzu. Th e problem of personal insecurity is not unique to Africans. All 
humans in their history of survival go through these basic issues, and diff er-
ent societies have developed their own answers to those questions and have 
organised their lives and societies on the basis of those answers. 

 African metaphysics and religiosity are a result of some basic answers given 
to some fundamental questions about life (Lajul  2014a ,  b : 62–3), but these 
are not the only answers Africans have given. One can read Segun Gbadegesin, 
who contends that the foundation of African morality is not religion or God 
as such, though it does not exclude religion ( 1998a ,  b : 303). 

 Omeregbe’s assertion that in African metaphysics there are mythological 
or supernatural forces which defy any scientifi c analysis or explanation—and 
that these forces can be manipulated by man and employed for both good and 
evil purposes, such as protection, prevention of calamities, cure of diseases, 
procreation and bringing about sickness, death and other kinds of misfortune 
to people ( 1990 : 26–7)—perfectly exonerates Asouzu’s claim. 

 But that is not all there is to know about African metaphysics. Not all 
answers given to fundamental questions about life in Africa have been mytho-
logical. Th e real problem of Asouzu is that he ignores the  teleological  and 
 holistic  characteristics of African metaphysics and accentuates only the  mytho-
logical  one. 

 Th e real problem in general is that traditional African metaphysical con-
cepts are no longer suffi  cient for understanding and explaining the world, 
nature or  mankind itself. Th e mythological element in African metaphysics 
must now be minimized in the context of new scientifi c knowledge; room 
must be given to the more scientifi c orientations based on investigation of 
nature and the world. However, science is not the absolute solution to Africa’s 
problems in and by itself either. Without suffi  cient moral and mythological 
dimensions in the sense of recognition of God, the centrality of man, and the 
necessity of ethics in economic and political endeavours, the very results of 
the science- oriented metaphysics Asouzu talks of will be detrimental.  
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    African Metaphysics as a Cul de Sac Preventing 
Innovation 

 As mentioned above, some African thinker (Inokoba et al) believe that Africa’s  
metaphysical worldview is a  cul de sac  preventing the continent from embrac-
ing innovation and change. Th ey contend that it will take a revolutionary, 
aggressive and innovative science-biased education policy for African to eff ec-
tively confront the menace of ignorance and backwardness ( 2010 :23). 

 Th ey observe that science as a human endeavour cannot be conceived and 
operated in a cultural and environmental vacuum. Th is view is supported by 
Aikenhead ( 1980 ) and Olsen et al. ( 1992 ). For Inokoba et al., the African world-
view is metaphysical, while the Western worldview is scientifi c. Th ey write:

  Where the generally accepted worldview of the society is characterized by 
 scientifi c traits of rational, logical, inquisitive and analytical reasoning, such a 
society is said to have a scientifi c culture (i.e. it is scientifi cally literate). On the 
other hand, a society that is permeated by perceptions and belief systems that 
encourage superstition, magic, animism, cosmology and theology, is said to be 
one that has metaphysical worldview. Th e advanced Western societies belong to 
the former, while the Th ird World, particularly Africa, is dominated by the 
 latter worldview ( 2010 : 24–25). 

 Th is means that African metaphysics encourages superstition, magic, ani-
mism, cosmology and theology, while Western metaphysics is scientifi c, 
logical, inquisitive, analytic and rational. Th is way of distinguishing African 
from Western metaphysics is really problematic. It brings back the old dis-
cussion of whether Africans are really rational or not. In the book,  African 
Philosophy: Critical Dimensions , Lajul tried to demystify this conception by 
bringing to the fore the Acholi base fi ve counting system, which is diff erent 
from the Western base ten counting system (Cf. Lajul  2014a : 75–6). Behind 
such a counting system there is a clear demonstration of logic, criticality and 
rationality that dismisses the claim that African metaphysics is only mythical, 
superstitious and magical. 

 Where African backwardness and ignorance persist (Asouzu  1985 ), it is 
the result of multiple factors. I agree that it is not suffi  cient to always think 
that African problems are due to external factors; internal factors must also be 
looked at. It is equally wrong to see the metaphysical mindset as the source of 
African problems. Besides the metaphysical mindset, we should equally focus 
on other factors, both internal and external, that aff ect Africa in her eff orts to 
face and solve her problems. I fully agree that an over-emphasis on attempting 
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to fi nd mystical causes for our problems is diversionary; it distracts us from 
concentrating on the real issues that aff ect our continent. 

 Similar to Kant’s famous “Copernican Revolution” theory (Lajul  2014b : 
46–7), the modern world, in the sense Inokoba has described, has reached a 
level where man does not obey the laws of nature, but rather nature is obliged 
to obey the laws manufactured or created by man. Th e results are genetically 
modifi ed foods, cloning, and manipulation of genes, among other things. 
Th is is the scientifi c culture Inokoba is proposing be adopted by Africa. When 
the Western world is running away from the madness of scientifi c innovations 
and looking for organic foods in Africa, Inokoba is asking Africa, in the name 
of overcoming backwardness, to abandon her most cherished values by adopt-
ing the scientifi c madness of the West that he calls progress. Africa can still 
progress, but this must be done in a more discreet way, moving towards what 
Inokoba calls progress without sacrifi cing African values like “environmental 
friendliness, human centeredness, and ethical considerations” ( ibid : 52).  

     Ubuntu —African Metaphysics in Economics 

 Mfuniselwa ( 2010 ) argues that there is an interconnection of disciplines 
within the African way of life that enables them to serve humanity best. For 
example, one cannot separate culture from the economy, religion from sci-
ence, or philosophy from science. It is important that no space is created 
between the disciplines because if “the inner part of an African fails to com-
municate with the outer part, because the outer part is foreign, and the result 
is that, an African is immediately put off  the balance, because his outer part 
[…], lacks the power to direct the processes that shape African behavior and 
bodily functions” (Mfuniselwa  2010 : 4). 

 Mfuniselwa argues that African  ubuntu  metaphysics believes that created 
beings preserve a bond with one another, an intimate, ontological  relationship 
comparable to the causal tie which binds creature and creator. Th us, the view 
of separate beings is inapplicable in Africa. According to Mfuniselwa, eco-
nomics deals with how people can best share the natural resources of the 
earth, human resources for mobilizing earthly resources, and the rewards of 
their labour. He argues that in traditional Africa, issues of private ownership 
in a Western sense were unheard of until the coming of the colonial system. 

 Th e central point being highlighted by Mfuniselwa is that African  ubuntu  
metaphysics has two dimensions, the internal and the external. Th e internal 
dimension is an intimate ontological bond that ties one individual to another. 
Th is internal bond is being disorganized by the modern economic system that 
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preaches competition and profi t in the name of a free market economy. Th e 
outer dimension is the responsibility that we owe to one another on the basis of 
there being one moral universe and a shared moral sense that makes us recognize 
our duty to the other. Th is shared responsibility is lacking under the modern 
world economic system. If these inner and outer ontological ties are not restored 
in Africa, then the individual African will be annihilated, in that his inner self 
and its demands will not be in harmony with the outer environment imposed 
by the modern economic system. Th is will retard African development. 

 My view is that this inner intimate ontological relationship among Africans, 
whether we like it or not, can no longer be restored to its original fl avour. 
Time has changed things; Africans are becoming ever more aggressive and 
individualistic. Th e outer bond, which is the responsibility that we owe to 
one another, is no more. We cannot bury our heads in the sand under the 
hope that African  ubuntu  philosophy can be restored and used to solve our 
problems. We need now to balance individualism, which is growing among 
Africans, with communalism, which is dwindling among Africans. Our 
nation states should now begin to play a more positive role in regulating and 
balancing these two forces of individualism and communalism. Neither the 
Western science-oriented metaphysical principles nor the African mythologi-
cal belief in God and ethics should be used alone, but rather a combination of 
the two. We need a regulated scientifi c practice and moderated beliefs in the 
forces beyond human powers.  

    Destiny in African Metaphysics 

 Segun argues that  ori,  the physical head and seat of the brain in the Yoruba 
language, is an important part of the make-up of the human person, together 
with  emi  (the divine element) and  okán  (the heart, as described above). To a 
typical Yoruba, an  ori  is the bearer of a person’s  destiny as well as the determi-
nant of the person’s personality ( 1998b : 156). We are interested in  ori  as the 
bearer of a person’s destiny. 

 Th e god  Ajala , according to Segun, is the potter of  ori,  which is a symbolic 
representation of an inner head which is considered as the bearer of destiny 
( ibid ). One can question the relationship between  ori  and human destiny, 
however. Segun concludes that  ori  and destiny are not identical, but rather 
an  ori  is the bearer and the controller of a person’s life. Th us, destiny is the 
preordained outcome of life, wound and sealed up in the  ori . Every human 
being is believed to have allotment (an allotment of  ori )that determines what 
they will be in life ( ibid : 315). 
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 While respecting Segun’s understanding of the Yorubas’ concept of destiny, 
the question I would like to ask is whether destiny is predetermined or open 
to infl uence by individual choices in life. One cannot get these answers from 
Segun, since all the analyses made do not show that choice is possible: destiny 
is given; the right conditions for right choice are missing; and in the allotment 
of  ori,  the determinant of destiny, no hint of content is given before the allo-
cation because of the similarity of the diff erent  ori  ( ibid : 161–163). 

 Our discussion should go beyond the Yoruba worldview, however. What 
do the other African communities say about destiny? Th is may not be easy to 
answer, but I can give the contribution from the society with which I am most 
well versed, the Acholi of northern Uganda. For the Acholi, destiny is called 
 gum,  and it may be good ( gumkom ) or bad ( keckom ). Th ere is no particular 
formula. In life, some people are born lucky while others are born unlucky, 
and such a status tends to follow them through life. An individual has little 
chance to alter or infl uence his or her destiny. 

 However, among the Acholi, destiny does not encompass every aspect of 
one’s life. It is best described as good or bad luck, but it is more recurrent 
than simple luck or misfortune. Even those with good luck which is recurrent 
and persistent still experience bad luck in other aspects of their lives. Destiny 
seems to be restricted to certain aspects of one’s life, like good luck in hunting, 
farming or raising children and bad luck in fi shing, relationships or trade. 7  

 Th e Acholi language distinguishes diff erent types of destinies: natural 
destiny, including God-given destiny ( gum pa Rubanga ) or destiny that one 
is born with ( gum anywala ), acquired destiny ( gum alama,  destiny derived 
from a blessing), and inherited destiny ( gum kwaro,  destiny acquired from 
one’s ancestors). Destinies among the Acholi are normally distinguished from 
moral responsibilities. While destinies are important, they do not supplant 
human responsibilities and moral obligations. Despite one’s recurrent and 
persistent fortunes or misfortunes, one is still expected to live according to 
the moral laws of society and to do what it takes to be a human person. 
 Ongole , in the adage quoted in the footnote, had luck with which he was born 
( gum anywala ), yet it did not prevent him from becoming the victim of wild 
animals. So, destiny in whatever form cannot be taken for granted; it must be 
embraced with care and responsibility. Neither does it replace social human 
duties or moral responsibilities.  

7   Th ere is an Acholi adage which says  Jwijwi ci Ongole oneko, nino mo dong Jubi oneko Ongole.  Ongole was 
a man endowed with luck. Each time he went to hunt he would come home with a buff alo or other big 
game animal. But one day, it was Ongole that became the victim of the buff alos. Th e meaning of the 
adage is that luck is not a permanent gift that cannot change. 
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    Pan-African Metaphysical Epistemology 

 In Martin’s view, pan-African metaphysical epistemology is the deeply seated, 
rationally known concepts shared across Africa. Th ese concepts, in many 
African societies, are not just abstractions from the concrete beings. Instead, 
according to Martin, concepts are concretized into four forms:  Vângama , 
 Vaika ,  Vânga  and  Vûnda,  or idea, the word, creativity or maturation, and 
death. Martin writes:

  Th e  Vângama  is the starting stage of the formation process, and biologically speak-
ing, it equates with conception and when genetic codes are set. In thinking this is 
the stage of an idea. Second, the  Vaika  is the transition from the internal to the 
external environment or birth wherein the idea transitions from being in the head 
to a material form. Th e  Vânga  is creativity and maturation, a time to become an 
 ngânga , or master. And the last demarcation is  Vûnda  where “one goes naturally or 
unnaturally into the process of dying or  Vûnda , i.e., to rest, to extinguish, leave the 
physical world, to re-enter the world of living energy”. ( 2008 : 218) 

 I would agree to a great extent with Martin’s categorization of the four concep-
tual stages as idea, word, maturation and death. I would add that among the 
Acholi of northern Uganda, concepts are also divided into four:  tam  (idea),  lok  
(word),  tic  (work) and  yweyo  (rest).  Tam  is the beginning, or where ideas are 
born, which is believed to start in the mind through thinking, which occurs 
in the head. From a nascent idea in the mind is born the word that expresses 
such ideas, and this is verbalized in the form of  lok , or words, songs, rhymes, 
proverbs and so forth. Th e wisdom or philosophy ( ongon ) of an  individual or 
group of people is derivable from such expressed ideas. 8  Action, or  tic,  fl ows 
from the wisdom or philosophy of an individual or group of individuals.  Tic  
(work) not only describes the ways humans express, live out and participate in 
life, but it also expresses their philosophy of life.  Tic  dominates most aspects 
of African day-to-day life. Lastly, rest, or  yweyo,  is what comes after work, 
whether on a daily basis or at the end of life. Death in Acholi is expressed as a 
state of rest. For instance, when an elder dies, the Acholi say  laditi dong oywee,  
meaning “this elder has rested”. 

 Martin’s categorization of the metaphysical epistemology diff ers from the 
Acholi’s only in the concept of work ( tic ), which Martin calls creativity or 
maturation. If looked at critically, this creativity may not be quite so diff erent 
from work as an expression of one’s existence and philosophy of life.  

8   Ongon  is the Acholi word for philosophy or wisdom. Variations include  ongonkwo  (philosophy of life), 
 ongon pa lodito  (wisdom of the elders),  ongon kwaro  (traditional wisdom) and  ongon tekwaro  (loosely, his-
tory of the people). 

40 W. Lajul



    West African, East African and South African Conceptions 
of a Person 

 Kaphagawani introduces a very interesting discussion on the conceptions of 
a person in East and West Africa. Th e distinguishing line in the discussion is 
that the West African concept of a person is centred on the constitutive ele-
ments of the human person, while the East African conception is centred on 
the dynamic constitution of the person. 

    Th e West African Conception of a Person 

 In explaining the West African conception of a person, Kaphagawani distin-
guishes the Akan and Yoruba understandings of what constitutes a human 
person. While both Wiredu and Gyekye agree that a person, according to 
the Akan, is constituted of three parts—the body ( nipaudua ), the life-giving 
entity ( okra ) and the personality entity ( sunsum )—they disagree mainly on the 
defi nitions of  okra  and  sunsum  (Kaphagawani  2004 : 332–3). Wiredu thinks 
 okra  is the innermost self, the essence of an individual, the living soul, trans-
mitter of individual destiny, spark of the Supreme Being. It is not only the 
soul, and it is quasi-physical. It has para-physical properties, since life after 
death itself is quasi-physical ( ibid ). 

 Kwame Gyekye, on the other hand, thinks that  okra  is the divine element 
in man. Ante-mundane, it is the soul, since after death it belongs to the world 
of spirits, a world inhabited by the departed souls of ancestors. Th at the  okra  
is the life-giving entity in a person seems to be accepted by both thinkers; 
whether it is called soul or not is a matter of opinion. 

 Th e second area of discrepancy is in the understanding of  sunsum , the per-
sonality entity in a person. Both Wiredu and Gyekye agree that  sunsum  is 
the basis of individual personality. Th ey disagree, however, on the mortality 
or immortality of the  sunsum.  Wiredu thinks the  sunsum  perishes at death. 
Gyekye thinks that the  sunsum  is not physical but psychological; that it is 
capable of leaving and later returning to the body during sleep; that it is 
divine, immaterial and immortal ( ibid ). Whether  sunsum  perishes at death or 
is immortal, again, is a matter of opinion, but what is important for us is that 
both agree that it is the basis of personality in an individual. 

 Th e other West African understanding of the constitutive elements of a 
human person is derived from Segun’s presentation. For the Yoruba, Segun 
says, the human person consists of four elements: the body ( ora ), the heart or 
centre of human emotions ( okán ), the divine element in an individual ( emi ), 
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and the head or bearer of one’s destiny ( ori ). Segun adds that  emi  is not only 
the divine breath; it is also immaterial and has independent existence, and it 
is the principle or force in an individual. 

 Apparently, Leke Adeofe, who comes from the same ethic community, 
divides the Yoruba conception of the human person only into three and calls 
it the “tripartite conceptions of persons” ( 2004 : 44). He writes:

  A tripartite conception of a person characterizes the African thought system. A 
person is conceived to be the union of his or her  ara  (body),  emi  (mind/soul), 
and  ori  (“inner head”). Unlike  ara , which is physical, both the  emi  and  ori  are 
mental (or spiritual). Th is dichotomy might induce us to think of the African 
view as dualistic. But it would be a mistake to do so, since  ori  is conceived [as] 
ontologically independent of the other two elements. Th us, the African view is 
properly thought of as triadic. ( ibid : 45) 

 Th e only question is why Adeofe’s categorization of the human person is 
tripartite, while the one presented by Segun shows four dimensions. How 
should an outsider understand this? Is Segun’s fourth categorization,  okán,  
non-existent, or has Adeofe missed out something? Th is chapter may not 
resolve this dilemma; it requires further study, especially by experts from the 
same cultural community. 

 Th e Yoruba seem to believe that the diff erent elements of the human person 
are created by diff erent deities. “ Ara , the body, is constructed by Orisa-nla, the 
arch deity; Olodumare (God or ‘Supreme Deity’) brings forth the  emi ; while 
another deity, Ajala, is responsible for creating  ori ” ( ibid ). Th is may not be the 
case with other African theories of creation.  

    Th e East and South African Conception of a Person 

 Describing the East and South African conception of a person, Kaphagawani 
maintains that the central idea is represented by three basic theses: the force 
thesis, the communalism thesis and the shadow thesis, propounded by Placide 
Tempels, John Mbiti and Alexis Kagame, respectively (Kaphagawani  2004 : 
334–41). I view these three ideas as components of one central thesis, the idea 
of the dynamic constitution of a person. 

 While Tempels sees in this dynamism the centrality of forces, Mbiti sees 
dynamism in the context of the community and Kagame sees it as a relation-
ship between intelligence and the heart. For Tempels, a human person is part 
of being as an essential energy or vital force. Being is dynamic, and force is 
a necessary element of being. Th ough force is an essential property of being, 
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being implicitly has more attributes than force ( ibid : 335). Force is the essence 
of being, force is being, and being is force. However, Kaphagawani points 
out that though Tempels makes this strong claim, there is no local word 
from which the concept of force has been translated ( ibid ). But the Acholi 
word for being is  bedo,  and the word for becoming or force is  doko  (Lajul 
 2014a : 141) .  For Kaphagawani, the concept of force is similar to  sunsum  and 
 okán  in the Akan and Yoruba languages, respectively ( 2004 : 335). Temples 
attempted to make a distinction between the concepts “a human being” and a 
“human person”, yet this distinction is immaterial. Chichewa term for person 
is  munthu , and “ munthu  denotes as much a ‘‘human being’’ as it does a ‘‘per-
son.’’ (Kaphagawani  2004 : 336). 

 Th e second thesis Kaphagawani presents is the communalism thesis, which 
he believes originated from Tempels and was expounded by Mbiti. According 
to this thesis in Tempels work, a person is defi ned and individuated com-
munally. A man is in causal dependence and ontological subordination to the 
forces which are his father and mother. Older forces dominate the younger 
forces. Th e society makes, creates or produces the individual ( ibid : 337). 

 While the communalism thesis is highly esteemed in Africa, it would be wrong 
to reduce individuality to the communal. Th is understanding comes from mis-
interpreting the Mbitian phrase, which reads as quoted earlier;  I am, because we 
are; and since we are therefore I am . (1969: 106). It is interpreted from a Chewa 
proverb which says,  Kalikokhanikanyama; tulituwilinituwanthu.  According to 
the proverb, “what is alone is a brute animal; whatever or whoever has a partner/
neighbour is a human being” ( ibid ). Th is is similar to the Aristotelian saying that 
“anyone who cannot live in society is a god or an animal” (Miller  1997 : 87). 
Communalism does not deny individualism ( ibid : 338). 

 Most importantly, according to African communalism: “Without the com-
munity this individual could not survive and without the individuals the 
community did not exist and persist” (Lajul  2014a : 104). So, both the com-
munity and individuals are equally important. 

 Alexis Kagame, on the other hand, presents the shadow thesis, which cen-
trally states that a human being is both a  complete  animal and an  intelligent  being 
(Kaphagawani  2004 : 339). Th e vital principle of animality is what Kagame 
calls a shadow (perishable), while the intellective principle is immortal. A per-
son possesses not only intelligence but also the heart. Intelligence makes man a 
refl ective and meditative animal; this leads to inventions. Th e heart integrates 
all the interior man and harmonizes the operations of intelligence by adding 
the will. Heart, for Kagame, is the personality of man; it makes man himself 
and not another. Expressions like “sweet heart” refer to a good person, a kind 
person. Personality and behaviour distinguish one individual from another. 
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 On this topic, I would like to observe that the African concept of the per-
son is thus based on three central theses: the constitutive elements of a person, 
the dynamic element of a person and the normative concept of a person. 
What Kaphagawani calls the West African (constitutive) and the East and 
Southern African (dynamic) elements of a person do supplement each other. 
Since no serious comparative studies have been done of the two regions of 
Africa, one may fi nd that these two dimensions or ways of looking at a human 
person are more widespread. Kaphagawani himself notes that the force thesis 
is what would in West Africa be similar to the concept of  sunsum  or  okán  in 
Akan and Yoruba, respectively. 

 Th e normative thesis states that the community plays a vital role both as 
a catalyst and prescriber of norms in transforming an individual from a bio-
logical project into a full person. Menkiti writes that in the journey of the 
individual towards personhood, the community’s role is to guide the transfor-
mation of what was initially biologically given into full personhood, since the 
individual himself or herself cannot carry through the transformation unas-
sisted ( 2004a : 325). 

 I would add that the Mbitian and Tempelsian contributions on the concept 
of the human person may only be eye openers rather than conclusive stud-
ies. For instance, the constitutive analysis of the human person is similar not 
only in many West African societies, but in many societies throughout the 
continent. I can observe that the Acholi of northern Uganda diff erentiate the 
human person into three:  kom  (body),  tipu  (soul) and  cwiny  (the central part 
of a person from which character [ kit ] springs). Th e Langi of northern Uganda 
have exactly the same distinctions. Th e Baganda of central Uganda think of 
the human person as having  omubiri  (body),  omwoyo  (soul) and  omutima  
(heart, which does not refer to the physical heart but to the metaphysical ele-
ment that harbours emotions, attitudes and character). Among the Bafumbira 
of southwestern Uganda, the person is thought to consist of  umubiri  (body), 
 roho  (soul, the life-giving entity) and  ingeso  (heart, or that which is responsible 
for a person’s personality). 

 Th ough diff erences exist, there seems to be overwhelming agreement in the 
concept of a person in African metaphysics. Basically, most Africans seem to 
agree that the human person has three interrelated elements: the body, the 
soul and the heart. 

 So, what Kaphagawani thinks might be a West African concept is not really 
unique to West Africa. And what he thinks might be unique to East and 
Southern Africa might [as] well not be really unique to East or Southern 
Africa. Th e terms used might be diff erent, but the ideas are basically the same.    
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    Conclusion 

 In conclusion, this chapter described the ongoing discussions on African 
metaphysics and the lack of conclusive answers as to what it contains. 
However, it is also very clear that African metaphysics is slowly taking shape. 
To identify this shape has been a deliberate eff ort of this chapter. Amidst 
variations of opinion, a number of African authors now agree that African 
metaphysics is more than just a dry, intellectual, rational activity detached 
from the lived situations of Africans. It is gradually coming to be understood 
that African metaphysics is a result of engagement with reality rather than a 
study of reality. In the process of engaging with reality, Africans, through all 
their faculties, come to a deeper understanding and perception of the reality 
with which they are fully involved. 

 In this way, African metaphysics goes beyond the boundaries of rational 
engagement, which is why many African philosophers consider it mytho-
logical—not in the sense of fables that are deceptive, but in the sense of 
mysteries humans cannot fully explain. Th ese mysteries which cannot be 
fully explained by human reason infl uence African worldviews and inform 
their practices. It is also generally accepted that African metaphysics is teleo-
logical; that is, it is informed by aims and ends other than blind occur-
rences. Africans believe all that happens around them and in the world has 
aims and is purposeful. Humans should adjust their value systems and ways 
of life in accordance with these aims. Th is metaphysics is also holistic in the 
sense that it takes into account reality in its totality. 

 Lastly, it is important to point out that modern discussions on the dif-
ferent aspects of African metaphysics are slowly beginning to show how the 
various aspects are related. What have been taken by a number of African 
thinkers to be distinct West African and East and South African concepts of 
the person are now seen as very much interrelated. Basically, most Africans 
seem to agree that the human person has three interrelated dimensions: the 
body, the soul and the heart. In addition, these diff erent aspects are dynami-
cally related to each other. For an African, being is dynamic and becoming 
is a process that goes on throughout one’s life. Diff erent views abound, how-
ever, on how long this process goes on. For some it is a cyclical process that 
continues in reincarnation, while for others it is a movement from an “it” 
to an “it”, from the time one begins as a little baby (an “it”), or even before 
birth, to the time when one disappears from the memories of the living and 
once more becomes an “it”.     
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         Introduction 

 Th ose who oppose the assertion that metaphysics is the core of philosophy 
often argue that metaphysics should be regarded as nothing more than a study 
in illusion and sophistry. Th ey claim that metaphysical assertions are often 
found to be meaningless, and hence empty, assertions that do not count for 
knowledge. In fact, the “anti-metaphysics” philosophers are of the view that 
published or documented materials of metaphysics should be “committed to 
fl ames” since they have no practical relevance. David Hume, A.J. Ayer and, 
indeed, the logical positivists are staunch members of this group. 

 It should be noted, however, that any attempt (even in the modern-day age 
of science) to discredit metaphysics as an important branch of philosophy will 
be frivolous and lack credibility. Metaphysics remains a vital fi eld of study. 
Perhaps its critics should be reminded that metaphysics is highly indispens-
able in the enterprise of philosophy because there is always a metaphysical 
dimension to any issue concerning the cosmos and human existence. Because 
it attempts to interpret reality in general, metaphysics has been described as 
the science of fi rst philosophy. In fact, it has also been called the science of 
fi rst principles and causes. 



 Th ere are several strands of commentary on the meaning of metaphysics. 
Despite this variation in the conception of metaphysics, there appears to be 
a meeting point, which is that metaphysics is about the search for reality. 
By reality, we mean existence or the universe as a whole. Perhaps this is why 
Jim Unah contends that by metaphysics “we mean a comprehensive account 
of experience, of the world, of the universe. Every comprehensive account 
of experience, of the world, of the universe is informed by a theory of being or 
a principle of reality.” 1  We should see this conception in the sense that meta-
physics is all-encompassing. Metaphysical inquiry involves rigor and criti-
cal thinking. William James puts this more succinctly. According to James, 
metaphysics is “an unusually obstinate eff ort to think clearly…without arbi-
trariness and dogmatism on the basic problems of existence.” 2  It is there-
fore a systematic study of the fundamentals related to the ultimate nature 
of reality and human knowledge. Th is is why Unah berates those who try to 
reduce metaphysics to just anything. Unah asserts: “Metaphysics has been so 
banalised on the pages of newspapers that people now associate it with witch-
craft or occultism…. Metaphysics is not a preoccupation with peculiarly mys-
terious entities. It is not witchcraft. Much less is it occultism or voodooism.” 3  
Although it is true that the raw materials of metaphysics are beliefs and world-
views, such as may be found in occultism and voodooism, metaphysics does 
not proceed in the ways these practices proceed. Metaphysics proceeds into 
its inquiries critically and without assumptions; hence, “its conclusions are 
intellectually impregnable.” 4  

 From the foregoing, one can rightly contend that the metaphysician may 
be “more aptly described as the editor of reality because he seeks to determine 
the principles or category of reality that governs the world, that grounds expe-
rience, that explains the universe.” 5  Metaphysics is about the knowledge of 
the ultimate: how we come to know what is real, the essence of the cognitive 
signifi cance of life, as well as the data underlying metaphysical realities. In 
addition, it is important to note that these issues in metaphysics have bearing 
on human existence. Th is is why metaphysics also deals with problems related 
to human concerns: Is man free? Is he controlled by forces outside of or inher-
ited by him? Could human beings act as causes of anything? Is everything in 

1   Jim Unah, “Metaphysics as the Foundation of Knowledge,” in  Metaphysics, Phenomenology and African 
Philosophy , ed. Jim Unah (Lagos: FADEC Publishers, 1996), 10. 
2   William James. Cited in Richard Taylor,  Metaphysics  (New York: Prentice Hall Inc., 1962), 1. 
3   Unah, “Metaphysics as the Foundation of Knowledge,” 10. 
4   W. H. Walsh, “Nature of Metaphysics,” in  Th e Encyclopedia of Philosophy , ed. Paul Edwards (New York: 
Macmillan and the Free Press, 1967), 301. 
5   Unah, “Metaphysics as the Foundation of Knowledge,” 10. 
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nature predetermined? Does God exist? Could man have a soul, and could the 
soul exist separately from the body? Can man know? How can man know? In 
this regard, Unah opines that:

  One central reason for the persistence of metaphysical questions aside from its 
inadmissibility of easy and fi nal solutions is the fact that reality (the subject- 
matter of metaphysics) is multi-faceted and perpetually in process. To say that 
reality is multi-faceted is to say reality has many faces or dimensions. 6  

 What Unah’s submission comes to is that because reality is multi-faceted it 
is diffi  cult to fi nd one single position that would comprehensively capture it, 
and that is why there are diff erent metaphysical positions on issues bordering 
on reality. It is also important to note that metaphysical issues are diffi  cult to 
resolve because each metaphysical position has its basis in the fact of reality or 
human experience. 

 Th e exposition above provides us with the meaning of classical metaphys-
ics. Here, then, does it make sense to talk about the existence of African 
metaphysics? It is important to note that despite the belief in many quarters 
that the debate on the admission of the existence of African philosophy has 
been completely laid to rest, we might still have a handful of racist scholars 
who would frown at the idea of African philosophy. Th is group, if it exists, 
will certainly produce those who will be dissatisfi ed with the idea of African 
metaphysics. One reason for their displeasure would arise from their conten-
tion that the African cannot engage in rigorous mental activity. Another rea-
son would be that metaphysics as a discipline is essentially a rational inquiry 
into the fundamentals of existence and into those things at the foundation 
of existence. Dissatisfaction would then mean, from the racist point of view, 
that the African cannot think deeply about questions concerning reality or 
existence. Cross-cultural understanding, especially, has shown the falsity of 
this racist view; as a matter of fact, the African can engage in refl ective activi-
ties just the same way Europeans can. It would be frivolous therefore to take 
up questions on whether there is African metaphysics or not. In simple terms, 
African metaphysics is the critical refl ection on what constitutes reality within 
the African cultural context. It is useful to point out, however, that all phil-
osophical thinking ought to be made understandable and, perhaps, useful 
within other cultures, an idea that conveys the need to state some features and 
themes of African metaphysics. 

6   Ibid., 63. 
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 According to Placide Tempels, metaphysics does not treat the abstract or 
the unreal. 7  In other words, metaphysical thinking is empirically derived and 
drawn from human relations. In addition, it is based on the perception of 
reality as determined by history, geographical circumstances, culture, religion, 
thought systems, language and worldview. Th is means that African metaphys-
ics contains certain notions that may be peculiar to Africa, like spirits, ances-
tral worship, witchcraft, magic and so on. Further, African metaphysics is 
holistic and hierarchical in nature, 8  where God or, in the case of the Yorùbá, 
Olódùmarè occupies the apex of the hierarchical structure. As expected, there-
fore, God or gods, ancestors, personhood, witchcraft, destiny and causality, to 
mention a few, are consequential themes in African metaphysics. 

 Th us, as an exercise in African metaphysics, this paper illuminates the fact 
that modern technology (which relies heavily on ores) owes its ancestry to 
Ògún as the fi rst “man” to work on metals. It elucidates the essentially meta-
physical orientation in Yorùbá philosophy by bringing us close to a true Yorùbá 
universe, a hierarchical society, dominated by the institution of divine kinship.  

    Metaphysics of Metallurgy in Yorùbá (African) 
Belief 

 Metallurgy is “the science of the properties of metals” 9  or “the art of working 
metals, especially of extracting metals from ores.” 10  A.S. Cohan defi nes metal-
lurgy as follows:

  Th e science and art of extracting metals from their ores, or refi ning the metals, 
and of adapting them to use. In the broad sense, the fi eld of metallurgy covers 
anything done to, for, or with metals and their ores. One of the youngest sci-
ences, metallurgy is nevertheless one of the oldest arts. 11  

 Cohan goes on to explain:

7   Placide Tempels, “Bantu Ontology,” in  African Philosophy: An Anthology , ed. Emmanuel ChukwudiEze 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1998), 430. 
8   Lesiba J. Teff o and Abraham P. J. Roux, “Metaphysical Th inking in Africa,” in  Th e African Philosophy 
Reader , ed. P. H. Coetzee and A. P. J. Roux (New York: Routledge, 1998), 137–138. 
9   Th e Oxford Reference Dictionary  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 527. 
10   Ibid. 
11   A.  S. Cohan, “Metallurgy,” in  Th e Encyclopedia Americana  (Dansbury, Connecticut: Grolier Inc., 
1997), 764. 
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  Tools and machines, from typewriters to gasoline engines, are made chiefl y of 
metals. All forms of transportation—automobiles, ships, aircraft, railroads—are 
moving masses of metal and metal components. Almost everything depends on 
metal, from the modern skyscraper to the production and distribution of elec-
tricity. With these facts in mind, it is not diffi  cult to see that metallurgy infl u-
ences every other industry—farming, transportation, manufacturing, 
construction, and power being among the major ones. 12  

 Cohan also delves into the history of metallurgy, whose subject is the art or 
science of iron-making. He explains:

  Samples of iron have been found that establish its early use. Th e oldest evidence of 
iron consists of the remains of some iron beads found in a predynastic (4000 B.C.) 
cemetery at Giza (Gizeh), near Cairo. Th e Great Pyramid of Khufu... yielded a 
small iron sickle. By the time of Ramses II the use of iron was common in Egypt. 
Rings, spearheads, halberds, and tools of metal have been found in buildings of 
that period. Early peoples probably fi rst obtained iron from meteorites. 13  

 Th eodore Wertime describes man’s fi rst encounters with metallurgy. According 
to him:

  Th e birth of metallurgy must... be seen as the culmination of diffi  cult and scien-
tifi cally hazy labour, in the course of which men learned to extract a number of 
metals from their ores by fi re and to cast and alloy them. Th e discovery of metals 
appears to have begun in the 6th millennium and to have been reasonably well 
advanced by 2000 B.C. 14  

 What is important and most signifi cant about metallurgy is that it gave rise to 
the steel industry, which today “is the backbone of our civilization.” 15  

 Among the Yorùbá, Ògún is popularly known as the god of iron, hunting and 
warfare. As a god, “he is the controller of all iron implements including guns, 
cutlasses, and swords.” 16  For Susanne Wenger and Gert Chesi, “Ògún is the god 
of iron—our planet’s heavy core—and therefore of war and the hunt. All other 
occupations and industries making use of iron are likewise indebted to him.” 17  

12   Ibid. 
13   Ibid. 
14   Th eodore A. Wertime, “Man’s First Encounter with Metallurgy,”  Science  (New Series) 146, no. 3649 
(1964):1257. 
15   Cohan, “Metallurgy,” 764. 
16   S. A. Babalola,  Th e Content and Form of YorùbáÌjálá. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966), 3. 
17   Susan Wenger and Gert Chesi,  A Life With the Gods in their Yoruba Homeland  (Worgl: Perlinger, 1983), 
152. 

4 Critical Notes on the Metaphysics of Metallurgy in an African Culture 53



 “To a great extent,” writes Sandra Barnes, “whether it is in thought, deed, or 
mood, humans and deities mirror one another in West African philosophies.” 18  
She contends further that Ògún cannot be removed from these West African 
philosophies since he advances understanding and unifi es knowledge. 19  Ògún 
creates “a fi rst philosophy of nature” 20  and thus “represents a theory of what 
life or part of life is about.” 21  In fact, certain subjects in Ògún’s ideals and 
rational philosophical modes demand serious attention. Th e most important 
of these subjects are those that relate to metallurgy and existence. 

 Metallurgy is an inextricable aspect of any serious discussion of Ògún, 
since the whole history of Ògún—mythological or actual—usually associates 
ironworking or the use of iron with the deity. Iron or iron tools are the univer-
sal symbols of Ògún. Perhaps we should go into the history of Ògún and see 
if we can reconcile this claim with the evidence off ered by certain published 
historical materials. Sandra Barnes contends:

  No date can be assigned to the birth of Ògún, nor can a place be assigned to his 
origins. Th e ideas out of which Ògún emerged are undoubtedly ancient ones. In 
an earlier study it was proposed that many of the themes surrounding Ògún are 
rooted in a set of Pan-African ideas that probably accompanied the spread of 
iron-making technology throughout sub-Saharan Africa as far back as 2,000 
year. 22  

   Barnes considers the idea of deifi cation that was popular among the West 
African people and explains that Ògún was probably a deifi ed culture hero. 
She argues that “the genesis of Ògún, therefore, quite likely involved a dei-
fi cation that grew out of a set of commonly held notions about the mystical 
properties of iron and the powerful people who made or used it.” 23  

 For their part, N.J. van der Merwe and D.H. Avery are of the view that the 
concept of Ògún probably arose from certain sacred rituals and the attendant 
ideology needed in the process of iron-making. 24  R.G. Armstrong asserts a 
metaphysical foundation of the Ògún concept. He locates the origin of Ògún 

18   Sandra T. Barnes, “Th e Many Faces of Ogun: Introduction to the First Edition,” in  Africa’s Ogun: Old 
World and New , ed. Sandra T. Barnes (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 3. 
19   Ibid. 
20   Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss,  Primitive Classifi cation  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1963), 81. 
21   Barnes, “Th e Many Faces of Ogun,” 3. 
22   Ibid., 4. 
23   Ibid., 5. 
24   N. J. van der Merwe and D. H. Avery, “Science and Magic in African Technology: Traditional Iron 
Smelting in Malawi,”  Africa  57, no. 2 (1987):143. 
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in hunting, killing and the disorder that results from killing. 25  It is even argued 
that the Ògún concept, which encapsulates “the progression from hunting 
to agriculture and the mastery of metallurgy,” 26  preceded Ògún as a deity. 
Th e contention here is that the discovery of iron and its attendant ideology 
led to the deifi cation of Ògún as a deity or divine being. Corroborating this 
line of argument, Barnes says:

  Th e actual apotheosis of Ògún—that is, transforming the concept into a divine 
being—appears to have occurred in a much later period than the creation of an 
Ògún concept. Th e earliest reliable date that can be fi xed to the existence of an 
Ògún deity is the latter part of the eighteenth century. 27  

 Yet, for Denis Williams, Ògún as a deity among the Yorùbá should be traced 
to the sixteenth century, judging by the fact that objects made of iron were in 
good supply to the Yorùbá at the time. 28  Ògún is also traced to an annual cer-
emony in the Benin Kingdom around the thirteenth or fourteenth century. 29  
But all these dates, if accepted, would destroy the religious and mythological 
basis for the worship of Ògún as a god whose origin, the Yorùbá believe, is 
traceable to the creation of the universe. Hence, the Yorùbá hold him as a 
primordial being, existing from the beginning of time. Contrary to the sug-
gestion that ironworking (that is, the Ògún concept) preceded Ògún as a 
deity, therefore, the Yorùbá—especially the devotees of Ògún—hold tena-
ciously to the belief that Ògún was the divine smith, the inventor of iron. Th is 
underscores the relationship the Yorùbá often see between the material and 
the spiritual, for they are religious in all things. As Bolaji Idowu would say, 
the Yorùbá (prototypical Africans) conceive the universe as a spiritual whole. 
According to Dona Richards:

  Th is conception creates a “cosmos” in the true sense of the term: a universe in 
which all things are interrelated, in which they become an organic whole. 
“Being” is perceived in terms of its relationship to the whole... Th e real is per-
ceived as unity, or, put another way, reality, signifi cance, and meaning are unify-
ing principles. Th ere exists a harmonious order that is achieved through the 

25   Robert G. Armstrong, “Th e Etymology of the Word “Ogun”,” in  Africa’s Ogun: Old World and New , ed. 
Sandra T. Barnes (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 29–38. 
26   Sandra T. Barnes and Paula Girshick Ben-Amos, “Ogun, the Empire Builder,” in  Africa’s Ogun: Old 
World and New , ed. Sandra T. Barnes (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 39. 
27   Barnes, “Th e Many Faces of Ogun,” 5. 
28   Denis Williams,  Icon and Image: A Study of Sacred and Secular Forms of African Classical Art  (London: 
Allen Lane, 1974), 83. 
29   Barnes and Ben-Amos, “Ogun, the Empire Builder,” 39–64. 
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mode of the balance of complementary forces. Th ese can be qualities, motions, 
numbers, patterns, ideas, people, and so forth. Hard/soft, up/down, male/
female, abstract/concrete, known/unknown—these opposites are not opposing, 
as they would be perceived in the West, but are pairs, each of which is necessary 
not only to the other, but, more important, to the proper functioning and equi-
librium of the whole. 30  

   Th us, the African does not have a materialistic conception of the universe, 
whereby there is a hollowed separation between the spiritual and the mate-
rial; for him, there is a universal life force or spirit which unites all that 
there is. Put diff erently, the African does not have any distinctive category 
for explaining, for instance, what the European calls “religious.” He is of 
the view that the cosmic is sacred, and his concern “becomes the discovery 
and maintenance of that sacred order through proper relationship to the 
whole.” 31  Th e African emphasizes the relationship between man and nature 
and does not see how man can be described in isolation from nature and 
natural forces. For him, cosmology is understood as “the systematic expla-
nation of the interrelationship, origin, and evolution of natural forces and 
of the nature of those forces.” 32  Th e African understanding of cosmology 
conveys the idea that the origin of African societies is sacred, leading to the 
sacralization of the community. 

 Unlike the Eurocentric-minded, the African believes that the relationship 
that exists between man and phenomena, like nature and natural objects, is 
not mechanical, but rather spiritual. Th is is why “the sacred and the ‘profane’ 
or mundane, the human and the divine, are not hopelessly separated.” 33  In 
fact, these opposites are dependent on one another, the human depending on 
the spiritual, matter on spirit, and vice versa. It goes without saying that just 
as the material gives meaning to the spiritual, the spiritual is that which helps 
in the proper apprehension of the material. Th us:

  Material being is but a representation of spiritual truth. Th is conception has 
dramatic implications. It means that knowledge of material relationships and 
causality cannot be separated from knowledge of spiritual causality and relation-
ships. It means that what in the West is opposed as “science” and “religion” comes 
together in the African Metaphysic. Th ere is no perennial “war” between these 

30   Dona Richards, “Th e Nyama of the Blacksmith: Th e Metaphysical Signifi cance of Metallurgy in 
Africa,”  Journal of Black Studies  12, no. 2, (1981):218–219. 
31   Ibid., 219. 
32   Ibid. 
33   Ibid., 220. 
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two realms of experience, thought and activity. Th ere is no struggle in which the 
ascendance of science implies the eventual demise of religions and spiritual life 
and belief. Science does not destroy religion in the African tradition. Science has 
a religious base, for after all, the universe is ultimately a sacred creation. 34  

 It can be gleaned from the above that for the African, “spiritual realities or 
cosmic truths manifest, refl ect, or reveal themselves in corresponding mate-
rial being, the sacred secret of the universal can be extracted from earthly 
substances.” 35  In line with this view, it is not superfl uous to see ironworking 
as symbolizing the unity of two seemingly opposing realms—the material and 
the spiritual. What we are saying is that at the base of ironworking, which is 
a material activity, lies a spiritual ordering. Among the Yorùbá, especially the 
smiths, metallurgy or ironworking is the function of Ògún, a demonstration 
between spirit and matter. As a primordial being, Ògún is believed to have 
been the fi rst to discover and work on iron. For this reason also, all smiths 
are believed to participate in this primordial (sacred) act of Ògún by imitat-
ing it, whereby “the artistic, the technical, and the spiritual come together.” 36  
Th e smiths are thus “involved in the mystery that is life and the universe.” 37  
Consequently, ironworking “enables one to get a close-up image of the tran-
scendental, the sacred that goes beyond matter.” 38  Dona Richards observes 
that “in the act of creating, energy is released. And so the tools of the smith, 
the hammer, the anvil, the bellows, and so forth, both give off  and receive 
energy from the ritual of metallurgy and the activities that follow.” 39  

 All smiths are therefore apprentices of Ògún, whose primordial act of 
ironworking they imitate. If it were not for Ògún, the primordial source 
of metallurgy and “the essence of creativity itself,” 40  our world would be 
 without art, tools or science, and of course there would be no society. 41  It 
makes sense to add here that our industrial world owes its existence to the 
genius of Ògún, the divine smith who let the mortal smiths into “the knowl-
edge of the mysteries.” 42  

34   Ibid. 
35   Ibid., 222–223. 
36   Ibid., 226. 
37   Ibid. 
38   Ibid. 
39   Ibid., 226–227. 
40   Wole Soyinka,  Myth Literature and the African World  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 
28. 
41   Richards, “Th e Nyama of the Blacksmith,” 228. 
42   Mircea Eliade,  Th e Forge and the Crucible , trans. Stephen Corrin (New York: Harper and Brothers, 
1971), 170. 
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 Like the Igbo, 43  the Yorùbá smiths believe that metals possess certain pow-
ers which could be benevolent or malevolent, depending on how they are 
handled and the observance of rituals associated with ironworking. Th at is 
why the Yorùbá people, as a form of oath, often drink water in which certain 
metals are submerged. Th e Yorùbá strongly believe that whoever swears falsely 
by a metal will incur the wrath of Ògún (for Ògún “resides” in the metal) and 
bring upon himself some imprecation. 

 Generally speaking, there are models and metaphors in metallurgy which 
have metaphysical signifi cance. In Africa, unlike in the industrial world where 
technologies are explained and comprehended scientifi cally, “complicated tech-
nologies like iron smelting are made comprehensible by analogy to other natural 
or social processes.” 44  S.T. Childs and David Killick put this more elaborately:

  Th e processes of transforming ore into metal and unrefi ned metal into an object 
through the control of fi re are widely conceived in Africa as dangerous and 
uncertain acts of creation, subject to interference by ancestral spirits and by acts 
of sorcery from fellow mortals... Secret rituals and symbols, along with various 
rules and taboos, were viewed as essential to counteract such supernatural forces, 
and as important to a successful smelt as were the ore and fuel. 45  

 In traditional Africa, the smith was believed to possess special protective 
charms and medicines, since smelting in African societies required special pre-
cautions and rituals. 46  On the basis of the cosmological foundations of these 
rituals, it is argued that gender and age, for instance, “provide a framework 
that structured behaviour in the production of iron and, quite likely, other 
metals in Africa.” 47  Furthermore, Childs and Killick draw from the evidence 
of the Fipa of Tanzania, the Phoka of Malawi, the Shona ironworkers and the 
Yeke of Zaire and explain that iron smelting was analogous to human gesta-
tion and birth in Africa. Th is, according to them, was usually refl ected in the 
construction of the furnace, an enclosed space or chamber for heating metal. 
Th ey remark also that iron smelting could be used to explain such failures as 
infi delity, pollution and sorcery. According to them:

43   Onwuka N. Njoku, “Magic, Religion and Iron Technology in Pre-colonial North-Western Igboland,” 
 Journal of Religion in Africa , 21, no. 3 (1991):194–215. 
44   S. T. Childs and David Killick, “Indigenous African Metallurgy: Nature and Culture,”  Annual Review 
of Anthropology  22, (1993): 325. 
45   Ibid. 
46   Ibid. 
47   Ibid. 
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  Th e obstetrical model of iron smelting could account for failure as well as suc-
cess, though not all failures were explained as such. Failures due to poor choice 
of materials or to mistakes in operation were also recognized, and some failures 
were ascribed to acts of sorcery. One of the major explanations for failure, how-
ever, was the displeasure of ancestral spirits, and a major reason for such displea-
sure was often a transgression of sexual and marital norms. 48  

   Also, African metal production, through the features of furnaces which are 
relics of metallurgical activity in Africa, can help in understanding “the ideas 
and concerns that might have motivated prehistoric behaviour.” 49  In other 
words, the way the furnaces were constructed (their shape and decoration) 
may furnish us with proof “of conceptual association between smelting and 
rites of passage, gestation, and birth.” 50  Th us, the shape and decoration of 
furnaces may have been used by smiths to represent brides or fertile women, 
or even to convey their culture’s broader belief system. 51       

   Bibliography 

  Armstrong, R. G. “Th e Etymology of the Word “Ogun””. In  Africa’s Ogun: Old World 
and New , ed. Sandra T. Barnes, 29–38. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1997.  

  Babalola, S.  A.  Th e Content and Form of YorùbáÌjálá.  Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1966.  

  Barnes, S. T. “Th e Many Faces of Ogun: Introduction to the First Edition.” In  Africa’s 
Ogun: Old World and New , ed. Sandra T. Barnes, 1–26 .  Bloomington: Indiana 
Unversity Press, 1997.  

  Barnes, S. T. and P. G. Ben-Amos. “Ogun, the Empire Builder.” In  Africa’s Ogun: Old 
World and New , ed. Sandra T. Barnes, 39–64 .  Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1997.  

  Childs, S.  T. and David Killick. “Indigenous African Metallurgy: Nature and 
Culture.” Annual Review of Anthropology  22 (1993), 317–337.  

  Cohan, A.  S. “Metallurgy.”  Th e Encyclopedia Americana.  Dansbury, Connecticut: 
Grolier Inc., 1997.  

  Durkheim, Emile and Marcel Mauss.  Primitive Classifi cation.  Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1963.  

48   Ibid., 326–327. 
49   Ibid., 328. 
50   Ibid. 
51   Ibid. 

4 Critical Notes on the Metaphysics of Metallurgy in an African Culture 59



  Eliade, M.  Th e Forge and the Crucible.  Stephen Corrin, Trans. New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1971.  

  James, William. Cited in Richard Taylor,  Metaphysics . New York: Prentice Hall Inc., 
1962.  

  Njoku, O. N. “Magic, Religion and Iron Technology in Pre-colonial North-Western 
Igboland.” Journal of Religion in Africa  21, no. 3 (1991), 194–215.  

  Soyinka, W.  Myth, Literature and the African World. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1976.  

  Tempels, Placide, “Bantu Ontology.” In  African Philosophy: An Anthology , ed. 
Emmanuel ChukwudiEze, 429–434. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1998.  

  Teff o, Lesiba J. and Abraham P. J. Roux “Metaphysical Th inking in Africa.” In  Th e 
African Philosophy Reader , ed. P. H. Coetzee and A. P. J. Roux, 134–147. New York: 
Routledge, 1998.  

   Th e New Encyclopedia Britannica,  Vol. 24. Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc. 
2005.  

   Th e Oxford Reference Dictionary . Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985.  
  Unah, Jim, “Metaphysics as the Foundation of Knowledge.” In  Metaphysics, 

Phenomenology and African Philosophy , ed. Jim Unah, 3–44. Lagos: FADEC 
Publishers, 1996.  

  van der Merwe, N. J. and Avery, D. H. “Science and Magic in African Technology: 
Traditional Iron Smelting in Malawi.”  Africa  57, no. 2 (1987), 143–172.  

  Walsh, W. H. “Nature of Metaphysics.” In  Th e Encyclopedia of Philosophy , ed. Paul 
Edwards. New York: Macmillan and the Free Press, 1967.  

  Wenger, S. and Gert Chesi.  A Life With the Gods in their Yoruba Homeland.  Worgl: 
Perlinger, 1983.  

  Wertime, T. A. 1964. “Man’s First Encounter with Metallurgy.”  Science,  (New Series) 
146, no. 3649 (1964), 1257–1267.  

  Williams, D. Icon and Image: A Study of Sacred and Secular Forms of African Classical 
Art.  London: Allen Lane, 1974.    

60 O. Adegbindin



61© Th e Author(s) 2017
I.E. Ukpokolo (ed.), Th emes, Issues and Problems in African Philosophy, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-40796-8_5

    5   
 An Overview of African Ethics                     

     Thaddeus     Metz    

        T.   Metz      () 
  Philosophy Department ,  University of Johannesburg , 
  Auckland Park ,  South Africa   
  

 Th is chapter is a revised and substantially expanded version of ‘African Ethics’, initially published in 
Hugh LaFollette, ed.,  Th e International Encyclopedia of Ethics . Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2015, 1–9. 

          Introduction 

 In this chapter I critically discuss work in sub-Saharan moral philosophy 
that has been written in English in the post-independence era. (I set aside 
Francophone texts, as they have not been nearly as infl uential in ethics as they 
have been in metaphysics and method.) I begin by providing an overview of 
the profession (section “Nature and History of the Profession”), after which 
I consider some of the major issues in normative ethics, particularly concern-
ing the nature of good character (section “Normative Ethics: Good and Bad 
Character”) and right action (section “Normative Ethics: Right and Wrong 
Action”). Th en, I discuss some of the more noteworthy research in applied 
ethics (section “Applied Ethics”), and fi nally take up the key issues in meta-
ethics (section “Metaethics”). My aim is to highlight discussions that should 
be of interest to an ethicist working anywhere in the world and to focus on 
ideas characteristic of the sub-Saharan region that are under-appreciated not 
merely for the purpose of comparative ethics, but also for substantive moral 



argumentation. In particular, there are communitarian and vitalist approaches 
to the good and the right commonly held by sub-Saharan philosophers that 
international scholars should take seriously as genuine rivals to the utilitar-
ian, Kantian, social contract, divine command, care-oriented and Aristotelian 
outlooks that dominate global discussions of how to be and act.  

    Nature and History of the Profession 

 By ‘African ethics’ I principally mean work done by contemporary moral the-
orists that is signifi cantly informed by features salient amongst the beliefs and 
practices of the indigenous black peoples below the Sahara desert (thereby 
excluding peoples of Arab, Indian or European descent and culture). For a 
feature to be salient amongst sub-Saharan cultures implies neither that it is 
utterly exclusive to them nor that it is completely exhaustive of them (see 
Silberbauer  1991  for discussion of the ethics of many small-scale societies). 
It means merely that certain properties have been recurrent amongst many 
of those societies for a long span of time in a way they have tended not to be 
elsewhere around the globe. 

 African ethics as a fi eld that is systematically studied by academics is new, 
having been properly established only in the 1960s, with the advent of literacy 
and the decline of colonialism. Traditional African societies are well known 
for having most often been oral cultures and hence lacking written documen-
tation of ethical practices. Furthermore, nearly all African countries were sub-
jected to various forms of European colonialism for hundreds of years. Public 
institutions such as universities not merely neglected, but also denigrated, 
indigenous worldviews, as did private religious institutions, which mostly 
imparted Christian intellectual history. It was only after independence from 
colonial powers, which took place largely in the 1950s through the 1980s, 
that substantial numbers of Africans began attending university and becom-
ing academic staff  members able to write about their own cultures. Indeed, 
substantial anthologies devoted to work in African ethics began to appear 
only in the 21st century (Iroegbu and Echekwube  2005 ; Odimegwu  2007 ; 
Murove  2009 ). 

 Th e classic, and somewhat dated, texts in the fi eld were written by Placide 
Tempels ( 1959 ) and John Mbiti ( 1969 ). Tempels was a Belgian missionary 
who sought to make sub-Saharan metaphysical and moral beliefs comprehen-
sible to a colonial mindset, and he is reported to have been the fi rst European 
intellectual to dignify African thought with the title of ‘philosophy’. Mbiti 
was a Kenyan who obtained a doctorate in the UK, and he was one of the fi rst 
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Africans to write a sympathetic and systematic account of the worldviews of 
a wide array of traditional African peoples. Both authors tend not to speak 
of the beliefs of a given African people or group of peoples; rather, they often 
generalize to ‘Africans’ as such, which is one major factor leading many to 
doubt the accuracy of their interpretations. However, Tempels and Mbiti are 
today cited often enough by those doing African ethics as at least recounting 
some notable strands of moral thought and practice below the Sahara. 

 With the greater infl uence of Africans over the curriculum of their public 
universities has come growth in the professional study of indigenous sub- 
Saharan morality. For a while, discussion of sub-Saharan ethics in the acad-
emy followed the work of Tempels and Mbiti in being largely a matter of 
moral anthropology. Th at is, much of the initial material mainly recounted 
the mores of a given sub-Saharan people, sometimes noting contrasts with a 
typical Western approach, an appropriate task given the desperate need for 
Africans to overcome colonialism and become acquainted with non- European 
interpretations of the world, particularly those of their own peoples. 

 Th ese days, however, one often fi nds more argumentative and critical 
approaches, with African ethicists wanting to know not only what merits 
keeping from their tradition but also what should be taken seriously by those 
outside it. For example, one frequently encounters texts in which the more 
attractive norms of a given African worldview are articulated and applied to 
contemporary issues in business, medicine and the like (see below). Other 
texts appeal to core or deep moral principles from African cultures in order to 
judge certain common cultural practices to be matters of mere etiquette or to 
be downright immoral (Wiredu  1996 : 61–77; Gyekye  1997 : 242–258). And 
still other works seek to develop and defend comprehensive African moral 
philosophies that warrant critical comparison with the utilitarian, Kantian 
and Aristotelian grand ethical traditions in the West (Bujo  1997 ,  2001 ; 
Gyekye  1997 ; Ramose  1999 ; Iroegbu  2000 ; Shutte  2001 ; Odimegwu  2008 ; 
Metz and Gaie  2010 ).  

    Normative Ethics: Good and Bad Character 

 Many friends of sub-Saharan morality would sum it up by saying what is 
most often translated (overly literally) as either ‘A person is a person through 
other persons’ or ‘I am because we are’. While these phrases do connote the 
empirical or even metaphysical idea that one needs others in order to exist 
and have a certain identity, they also convey a normative outlook. In particu-
lar, personhood and selfhood in much African moral thought is value laden, 
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meaning that one’s basic aim as a moral agent should be to become a  complete  
person or a  real  self (Menkiti  1979 ; Wiredu  1992a ; Gyekye  1997 : 48–52; 
see Nkulu-N’Sengha  2009  for a survey of several African peoples). Or, using 
the infl uential term employed amongst Zulu, Xhosa and Ndebele speakers in 
southern Africa, one’s fundamental goal ought to be to obtain  ubuntu , that is, 
to develop humanness or to live a genuinely human way of life (Ramose  1999 : 
49–53; Tutu  1999 : 34–35; Shutte  2001 ). 

 Insofar as a large swath of sub-Saharan thought takes one’s proper ulti-
mate end to be to become (roughly) a  mensch , it may be construed as a 
self- realization morality, not unlike Greek and more generally perfectionist 
standpoints. However, unlike the self-realization approaches that are domi-
nant in the West, contemporary African philosophers often spell out how 
to realize one’s true or valuable nature in a thoroughly relational or commu-
nal way. Th at is, most Western accounts of morality that direct an agent to 
develop valuable facets of her human nature conceive of there being impor-
tant and basic self-regarding aspects of it, such as properly organizing one’s 
mental faculties (Plato’s  Republic ) or understanding parts of the physical uni-
verse (Aristotle’s  Nicomachean Ethics ). In contrast, sub-Saharan theories of 
self-realization characteristically account for it entirely, or at least nearly so, in 
terms of positive relationships with other beings. 

 By and large, one develops one’s humanness or becomes a genuine person 
to the extent that one enters into communion with others, particularly with 
other humans, but also with invisible agents who have survived the deaths 
of their bodies and remain on earth (Paris  1995 ; Magesa  1997 ; Bujo  2001 ; 
Murove  2007 ). Traditionally speaking, one’s selfhood is partly a function of 
communal relationships with ancestors, the morally wise progenitors of a clan 
who have shed their bodies and continue to interact with those of us in the 
visible world. In addition, there are variants of African ethics according to 
which one’s personhood is also developed by relating positively with animals 
or other facets of nature, particularly those imbued with religious signifi cance, 
such as totems. 

 Although indigenous African norms are often thickly spiritual (albeit in 
‘immanent’ or ‘earthly’ forms that diff er from much non-African monothe-
ism), one need not accept the metaphysics in order to fi nd something attrac-
tive in the ethics, even if many African philosophers believe that the latter 
should be derived from the former (on which see the metaethical discussion 
below). Th e idea that morality is a matter of realizing one’s true self, which 
one can do only (or mainly) to the extent that one engages communally in 
a certain respect, is a promising ethic, at least upon a suitable articulation of 
what is involved in a communal relationship. 
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 For much recent African moral philosophy, communal relationship can 
be analytically construed as the combination of two logically distinct kinds 
of interaction, namely, identifying with others and exhibiting solidarity with 
them (Metz and Gaie  2010 : 276; Metz  2013a : 278–279; cf. Wiredu  1992b  
for a diff erent interpretation). Th at is, the sort of communion that is to be 
prized is the ideal of people sharing a way of life by thinking of themselves as a 
‘we’ and engaging in cooperative projects, on the one hand, and by caring for 
others’ good by seeking to help them, often out of sympathy and for their own 
sake, on the other. Such a conception of communal relationship, often cap-
tured with terms such as ‘harmony’, ‘cohesion’, or even a broad sense of ‘love’, 
diff ers from the most infl uential contemporary forms of communitarianism 
in the West, which tend to value interaction at the political level or to deem 
norms to be binding if accepted by a group. For one major contrast, a typical 
Afro-communal approach essentially prizes mutual aid, including weighty, 
unassumed duties to help specifi c others, say, one’s kin (Appiah  1998 ) or 
those with whom one has communed (Ramose  2003 : 385–386). 

 Taking such a conception of communion as central also diff ers from stan-
dard forms of feminist or care ethics, where the key duty is to express concern 
for the well-being of those with whom one is related, or perhaps would be 
related upon being so concerned. For one, the African approach also values 
a sense of togetherness and cooperative participation, which is not essential 
to standard understandings of care. For another, while African morality char-
acteristically directs an agent to be concerned for another’s well-being, it also 
prescribes a focus on the good of another’s nature; that is, one way to realize 
oneself is by helping others to realize themselves, and not merely by satisfying 
their welfarist needs. 

 African ethicists diff er over precisely why communal relationships are cen-
tral to developing personhood, exhibiting humanness or exemplifying good 
character. For some, these states are constituted by communion, so that it 
is identical to virtue itself; that is, it is the fi nal  end  (e.g., Paris  1995 ; Tutu 
 1999 : 34–35; Odimegwu  2008 ; Behrens  2010 ). For others, a communal ori-
entation is an essential and reliable  means  to some other more basic value, 
whether that is the promotion of life or vital force (e.g., Tempels  1959 ; 
Dzobo  1992 ; Bujo  1997 ,  2001 ; Magesa  1997 ) or the advancement of the 
common good (Gyekye  1997 ,  2010 ). Th e fi eld has yet to rigorously examine, 
let alone come to any consensus about, which value is best taken as basic. 
Is communing good for its own sake, something that makes one a better per-
son in itself, or is it rather of mere instrumental worth for realizing virtue  qua  
production of vitality or utility? Which approach is most African? Which one 
is most philosophically defensible? 
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 Competing answers to these questions will have some important divergent 
theoretical and practical implications (on which see Metz  2013a ,  b ). Even so, 
African ethicists tend to hone in on many of the same kinds of attitudes and 
dispositions as instances of virtue. For example, the Ghanaian Kwame Gyekye 
remarks, in an essay titled ‘African Ethics’, ‘Used normatively, the judgment, “he 
is a person”, means “he has a good character”, “he is generous”, “he is peaceful”, 
“he is humble”, “he has respect for others”’ ( 2010 : sec. 4). Similarly, the South 
African Desmond Tutu says of those described as having  ubuntu , ‘Th is means 
they are generous, hospitable, friendly, caring and compassionate’ ( 1999 : 34; 
see also Paris  1995 : 130–152; Mnyaka and Motlhabi  2009 : 74). Conversely, 
animality or vice, for much of the African tradition, is largely a matter of insen-
sitivity, hard-heartedness, cruelty, stinginess, selfi shness and intolerance. 

 Challenges to the dominant African conceptions of virtue or personhood 
appeal to more individualist or self-regarding properties. Critics might sug-
gest that uniqueness, creativity, autonomy, authenticity, self-reliance, temper-
ance and possessing certain kinds of theoretical knowledge are forms of virtue. 
Are these merely Western notions that are to be dismissed? Or are there, say, 
communal or vitalist dimensions to them that make them African? Or might 
African values need to be supplemented by cross-cultural engagement with 
the West?  

    Normative Ethics: Right and Wrong Action 

 Whereas the previous section discussed personhood, or good character, this 
one focuses on right action. Many African ethicists maintain that only the 
former should be one’s focus, or that the latter is ultimately a function of the 
former. However, some do hold the contrary view that thought about how to 
act has its own logic, one distinct from how to be. 

 One natural question to pose is whether all right (permissible) actions have 
one basic thing in common that makes them distinct from wrong (impermissi-
ble) ones. Some say that African morality is complex or particularistic, and there-
fore inconsistent with the search for a single principle that would capture what 
all wrong actions have in common (probably Ramose  1999 ; Ikuenobe  2006 : 
116–118). However, one can point to several tentative formulations of such 
principles in the literature, even if they have not been articulated and defended 
as systematically as in the contemporary Anglo-American tradition (which for 
several decades has worked back and forth between particular judgments or 
‘intuitions’ of right/wrong and general principles in search of an ‘refl ective 
equilibrium’ between them). 
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 One such principle is that actions are right insofar as they promote (or 
prize) communion or harmony. For example, one fi nds statements such as 
the following about morality in indigenous African contexts: ‘What is right 
is what connects people together’ (Verhoef and Michel  1997 : 397); ‘Social 
harmony is for us the  summum bonum —the greatest good. Anything that 
subverts or undermines this sought-after good is to be avoided like the plague’ 
(Tutu  1999 : 35); and ‘Th e vast majority of norms, taboos and prohibitions 
is directed towards protecting the community and promoting peace and har-
mony’ (Ejizu  2011 ) (see also Kasenene  1998 : 21, 67; Murove  2007 : 181; 
Metz and Gaie  2010 ). From this standpoint, immorality is roughly failure to 
commune, with grave wrongdoing consisting of producing or expressing sup-
port for outright discordance such as division (thinking of oneself as separate 
from others and subordinating them) and ill-will (trying to harm others and 
acting out of cruelty). 

 Such a conception of rightness (and, correspondingly, wrongness) diff ers 
from the major players on the English-speaking global stage. Kantians honor 
the capacity for autonomy or rationality, not people’s capacity for commu-
nion or the way they have actualized it in the form of a shared way of life 
amongst people who care for one another’s good. Contractarians appeal to 
norms that would be rational to agree to by those who would have to live 
in accordance with them, which in no prominent formulation I am aware 
of grants intrinsic moral weight to either sharing a way of life with others or 
trying to help others develop valuable aspects of their human nature. Similar 
remarks go for utilitarians. 

 Th e claim here is not that sub-Saharan ethical philosophy, or the particu-
lar theory of right action sketched above, is utterly unique. Th ere are likely 
overlaps with the normative worldviews of other small-scale, indigenous 
peoples. And there are obvious similarities with some aspects of Marxism, 
Aristotelianism, feminism and the like. Nonetheless, African ethics, as usually 
philosophically interpreted, diff ers in important and interesting ways from 
mainstream Western moral theories. 

 One salient category in African discussion of right action is communion, 
but another is life, with some sub-Saharan moral philosophers taking the lat-
ter, and not the former, to be basic to distinguishing the permissible from the 
impermissible. Another moral theory one fi nds suggested in the literature is 
the principle that actions are right insofar as they promote vitality. For exam-
ple, one encounters these principles: ‘[A]ny action which increases life or vital 
force is right, and whatever decreases it is wrong’ (Kasenene  1994 : 140); and 
‘[A]ll people and activities that diminish life are in all cultures considered as 
evil, while those that promote it are regarded as good’ (Iroegbu  2005 : 447). 
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If one takes life as basic, then communion must play a derivative or secondary 
role when it comes to right action; rather than being constitutive of the lat-
ter, communion will be argued either to facilitate awareness of it (Bujo  1997 , 
 2001 ) or to be a reliable cause of it (Dzobo  1992 ; Magesa  1997 ; Tangwa  2010 ). 

 Life or life-force, as traditionally construed amongst sub-Saharans (par-
ticularly in southern and central Africa), is an invisible energy that permeates 
everything in the world in varying degrees. Th e ‘inanimate’ mineral king-
dom has the least degree of life-force; plants have more than rocks; animals 
have more than plants; humans have more than animals; ancestors and other 
imperceptible agents have more than humans; and God, as the source of all 
life-force, has more than anything else. 

 However, one will also fi nd less thickly metaphysical forms of vitalism that 
are at least intimated by the literature. For instance, often enough talk of 
‘life’ and ‘life-force’ is cashed out using concepts that do not essentially con-
note anything immaterial or supersensible—notions such as health, strength, 
growth, reproduction, generation, activity, self-motion, courage and confi -
dence. Correspondingly, a lack of life-force is frequently construed to involve 
the presence of disease, weakness, decay, barrenness, destructiveness, lethargy, 
passivity, insecurity and depression. African theorists have yet to thoroughly 
establish whether either a spiritual (invisible) or physical (visible) interpreta-
tion of life is best (but see Molefe  2015 ). 

 A third infl uential theory of right action in the African literature is Kwame 
Gyekye’s moderate communitarianism ( 1997 : 35–76), according to which 
acts are right insofar as they promote the common good without treating peo-
ple’s dignity disrespectfully in the process. According to a fairly recent state-
ment from him in an encyclopedia entry on African ethics ( 2010 ), ‘Actions 
that promote human welfare or interest are good, while those that detract 
from human welfare are bad’. Th is is not Western utilitarianism, however, 
partly because Gyekye focuses on objective needs (rather than subjective plea-
sure or desire satisfaction) and partly because he prescribes advancing welfare 
only in ways that do not harm or degrade individuals. 

 As with conceptions of good (and bad) character, the fi eld has yet to thor-
oughly discuss which of the above three accounts of right (and wrong) action 
is most promising. Regardless of whether communion, life or the common 
good is taken to constitute rightness, however, each diff ers in intriguing ways 
from standard Western moral theories that focus on autonomy, agreement, 
pleasure, desire satisfaction, God’s will, care or the like. All three conceptions 
of rightness that one will fi nd prominent in the work of contemporary sub- 
Saharan moral philosophers are worthy of global attention.  
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    Applied Ethics 

 A large majority of sub-Saharan applied ethics involves appealing to the value 
of life or communion (and, interestingly, not so much the common good) and 
then teasing out its implications for a contemporary debate in medicine, busi-
ness or politics. One can readily acquire articles and chapters on topics such 
as abortion, euthanasia, suicide, sexual relationships, confi dentiality, informed 
consent, criminal justice, environmental ethics, the death penalty, political 
power, compensatory justice, workplace organization and corporate social 
responsibility. Usually the positions taken on these issues consist of playing 
down the value of autonomy, at least as typically construed in the West, and 
defending a requirement to promote life or communal relationships that would 
leave fewer issues to be determined by individual choice or mutual agreement. 
Although there are also discussions of animal rights, military ethics, engineer-
ing ethics, media ethics, education ethics, legal ethics and similar applied fi elds, 
there has been little in terms of quantity, and more sophistication and depth 
have been usually needed in respect of quality (at least until very recently). 

 African ethicists have often arrived at conclusions on practical topics that 
diff er in fascinating ways from those common in the West. Here are just a 
handful to give the reader a sense of the fi eld. 

 First off , when it comes to criminal justice, one recurrently fi nds an 
approach that focuses not on deterrence, incapacitation, just deserts, fair-
ness or censure—the major players in Anglo-American philosophy. Instead, 
a characteristically African concern for communal relationship includes the 
judgment that wrongdoing should be responded to by human beings in a way 
likely to foster reconciliation between the off ender, his immediate victims and 
the wider society (Aja  1997 ; Magesa  1997 : 234–243, 270–276; Tutu  1999 ; 
Louw  2006 ; Krog  2008 ). Such harmonization need not rule out punishment, 
but the latter must be likely to rehabilitate the off ender or otherwise make 
it easier for people to reestablish ties with him. In cases where punishment 
would probably be counterproductive with respect to fostering communion, 
that would be strong reason for humans not to punish (though retribution 
imposed by invisible agents could still be seen as appropriate). Such an Afro-
communitarian approach to crime, which originated in small-scale societies, 
is often thought to be relevant to large-scale ones, too, with South Africa’s 
infl uential Truth and Reconciliation Commission and contemporary discus-
sion of restorative justice having been decidedly infl uenced by it. 

 For another example of divergence from standard Western conclusions 
about applied issues, many sub-Saharan philosophers believe that one has a 
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moral obligation to wed and to procreate in the fi rst place, as well as a moral 
obligation to look after the extended family of oneself and one’s spouse, perhaps 
even one’s clan as a whole (Magesa  1997 : 115–159; Appiah  1998 ; Bujo  2001 : 
6–7, 34–54; Ikuenobe  2006 : 298–302). Such obligations far transcend the 
duty merely to look after one’s nuclear family once one has elected to create 
it, and they would appear to spring naturally from either communal or vitalist 
sub-Saharan perspectives. 

 For a third example, consider the issue of confi dentiality in a medical 
context. Suppose that a basic duty either to foster life or to prize commu-
nal relationships entails weighty obligations on an individual to aid others, 
particularly (extended) family members. In that case, medical professionals 
would probably be permitted to disclose information about the one’s illness to 
them, supposing it threatens to impair one’s ability to fulfi ll one’s obligations 
towards them (Kasenene  2000 : 349–353, 356; Murove  2005 : 170–171).
When other people have a legitimate stake in an individual being healthy, 
many African ethicists think that they ought to be aware of his illness and play 
a role in discussing how he ought to treat it (which is not to say that norms of 
informed consent may be overridden). 

 Fourth, in the business context, there have been many calls by African ethi-
cists to share power in light of indigenous values. When it comes to decision- 
making, a major theme has been ‘interactive’, ‘transformational’, ‘servant’ 
or even ‘loving’ leadership. Th e core idea is that those in charge of a fi rm 
should consult widely with workers before formulating policy, and perhaps 
even enable and encourage the latter to participate democratically in its for-
mulation (Nussbaum  2003 ; Khoza  2006 ; Boon  2007 ). Unilateral, top-down 
instruction of the sort typical in a Western (or Chinese) fi rm is often viewed 
as wrong in itself, a failure to create a community or extended family of a sort. 

 Fifth, and fi nally for now, whereas Western environmental ethics usually 
ascribes either full moral status to animals (utilitarianism, biocentrism) or 
no moral status to them (Kantianism, contractarianism), African perspectives 
tend to be diff erent. A common sub-Saharan approach is to think in terms of 
a ‘great chain of being’, where human beings are more important than ani-
mals because of the former’s greater life-force, but where animals nonetheless 
matter morally because of their noteworthy vitality, such that we have direct 
obligations to avoid treating them in harmful or degrading ways (Etieyibo 
 2017 ; cf. Horsthemke  2015 ). In addition, African thought about nature more 
broadly is often relational, appealing to analogies with a family and using talk 
of ‘harmony’ (Oruka and Juma  1994 ; Kelbessa  2005 : 23–26; Behrens  2010 ), 
an approach that diff ers from both the individualist and holist environmental 
approaches that dominate English-speaking philosophy.  
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    Metaethics 

 Recurrently in the literature, one fi nds African worldviews described as 
‘religious’, with religion deemed to permeate all aspects of traditional life 
(Mbiti  1969  is the  locus classicus ). Nearly equally recurrently, however, one 
fi nds African morality described as ‘humanistic’, focusing on the good of 
human beings. Much metaethical debate in African moral philosophy is in 
eff ect a matter of sorting out this tension, that is, of getting straight on the 
respect(s) in which supernatural elements do, or should, fi gure into African 
approaches to morality. 

 In the following, I recount some of this debate, noting here the paucity of 
metaphysical discussion about, for example, whether universal moral truths 
obtain by virtue of real properties or mental constructions. While contempo-
rary African moral philosophy off ers quite a lot to any open-minded norma-
tive ethical theorist and applied ethicist, it currently has comparatively little to 
contribute to a metaethicist, with an important exception concerning moral 
epistemology, as I discuss below. 

 With regard to the relationship between morality and religion, it is useful 
to distinguish between the source, content and enforcement of morality. Th e 
most controversy concerns the source, and here issues of moral anthropology 
and moral philosophy are not always rigorously distinguished. Th at is, debate 
about whether correct moral norms are entirely a function of God’s will is 
often interwoven with debate about whether this is what African peoples 
believe (Gbadegesin  1991 : 76–82; Wiredu  1992b ; Kelbessa  2005 : 22–23). 

 Th e issue of ‘where morality comes from’ (or is believed to come from) 
diff ers from what the content of the moral rules is (or is believed to be) and 
how they are enforced (or are believed to be). With regard to content, it was 
noted above that it is common for traditional sub-Saharan cultures to believe 
that communion with imperceptible beings, such as ancestors, is part of the 
right way to live. And with respect to enforcement, most indigenous African 
societies believe that ancestors and other spirits punish human beings for not 
living up to the correct moral norms. Th ose who argue in favor of a nontheis-
tic foundation for morality often grant that what one is obligated to do, and 
how one may be sanctioned for failure to do so, are usually ‘religious’ in these 
ways below the Sahara. What they dispute is that morality could not exist 
without God or that Africans believe that it could not, sometimes  pointing 
out that African religions tend to diff er from, say, Islam in not appealing to 
any individual who purports to have become acquainted with the mind of 
God (Gyekye  1995 : 129–146; Wiredu  1996 : 61–77). 
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 More interesting to most readers than the old  Euthyphro  issue of the meta-
physical status of right and wrong will probably be the epistemic debate about 
how moral judgments are known or at least justifi ably believed. Here, there are 
two interesting topics. First, what is the relationship between metaphysics and 
ethics? Th e default position amongst sub-Saharan moral philosophers is that the 
latter not merely can, but also must, be grounded on the former. Specifi cally, it 
is common to fi nd the view that a certain ontological position, about the nature 
of the self or of the world, directly entails a particular moral standpoint (Gyekye 
 1997 : 35–76; and several essays in Imafi don and Bewaji  2013 ). Th e ‘is/ought’ 
gap, as it is known in the Western tradition, is widely repudiated. 

 Second, one also fi nds thoughtful analysis of whether sub-Saharans can 
be epistemically justifi ed in believing moral judgments by virtue of the judg-
ments having a traditional status or having been recounted by elders. Does 
taking testimony to be an independent source of knowledge entail that tradi-
tion and elders can provide good epistemic reason to believe an ethical claim? 
If elders are those with moral virtue, does a reliabilist approach to knowledge 
entail that one can be justifi ed in believing that one ought to conform to their 
directives? And if what counts as evidence suffi  cient to warrant (dis)belief 
deeply depends on contextual considerations, then could not beliefs about 
morality formed in the absence of contact with the rest of the globe be justi-
fi ed? Some of the most recent ‘social’ trends in Western epistemology have 
been invoked to support fairly ‘premodern’, even authoritarian, approaches 
to moral belief formation (Ikuenobe  2006 : 175–214), yet another facet of 
African moral philosophy that should give the inquisitive ethicist working 
anywhere in the world something to consider.      
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          Introduction and Issue Statement 

 A thematic issue of deep concern and vigorous discussion in what one could 
call international moral and political philosophising, in the contemporary 
world is the idea of justice-across-borders, or, as is simply preferred here, 
transnational justice. 1  Th is issue has generated interesting scholarly debates 
between those who argue for transnational justice (hereafter, the proponents) 
and those that counter the argument for transnational justice (hereafter, the 
opponents). According to some proponents, transnational justice is plausible, 
given the fact of massive poverty in some parts of the world, which contrasts 
sharply with the fact of wealth in some other parts of the world. Likewise, the 
call is feasible, given the contemporary deep relations of globalisation among 
peoples and states. Th us, the proponents conclude that there should be a redis-
tribution of wealth from the wealthy to the poor. But opponents of the plau-
sibility and feasibility of the idea of transnational justice off er a  counter- thesis. 
Th ey state, among other things, that the realities, such as  associational ties, 

1   As noted, the usage is just the preference of the author, not a decision from any academic convention. 
Actually, many moral and political philosophers have described it diff erently. For example, see Blake 
( 2005 ,  2013 ), Brock ( 2009 ) and Tan ( 2004 : 40–61), to mention a few. 



which make talk of justice plausible and feasible at the domestic level are 
largely absent at the transnational level. It is this specifi c strand of opposition 
to transnational justice that this work attempts to address. 

 It is noteworthy that Western moral and political philosophising has 
 dominated the discourse of transnational justice, though with some  marginal 
contributions from non-African climes of philosophic scholarship. Regrettably, 
as van Hooft and Vandekerckhove ( 2010 : xvii) show

In June 2008, the second biennial conference of the International Global Ethics 
Association was held in Melbourne, Australia, on the theme, “Questioning 
Cosmopolitanism.” In holding this conference…, the International Global 
Ethics Association facilitated the participation of scholars, students and opinion 
shapers from Asian regions as well as from Europe and the Americas…—van 
Hooft and Vandekerckhove (2010:xvii)

Even at international conferences on global ethics, African philosophic enter-
prise is largely marginalised. Th e claim here is not that Africans or African 
Americans have not written on global ethics or transnational justice; they 
have done so and still do so, though usually from the angle of Western 
 philosophy. Th e claim, rather, is that rarely can one see a sustained discus-
sion of global ethics or transnational justice from the perspective of African 
philosophy and from an African philosopher who is intelligibly and rationally 
operating from the disciplinary purview of African philosophy. 2  Van Hooft 
and Vandekerckhove ( 2010 : xviii) claim, however

 Cosmopolitans  consider the people of the world as united by reason, sociability 
and a common humanity, and believe in a globally acceptable concept of human 
dignity…Th ey display tolerance of religions and cultural diff erences and accept 
the global existence of moral pluralism. Th ey are prepared to enter into  dialogue 
and communication across cultural and national boundaries, and to see the 
world as a single community —van Hooft and Vandekerckhove (2010:xviii)

Th at reason, a basic instrument of philosophising, is universal from the angle 
of cosmopolitans. Th erefore, the present chapter is an attempt to contribute 
to the debates, deploying some core values from Anyiam-Osigwe’s African 
 philosophy of the family. 

2   But the present author is a possible exception to this; see Badru ( 2010 ). In this work, the author employs 
the concept of  Alajobi  in Yoruba cosmology to dialogue with cosmopolitanism and compatriotism, with 
reconciliatory intent. 
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 But what could this perspective possibly off er to cogently address the issue 
on focus? Th e argument is that perhaps the best way to address the problem 
of non-existence of associational ties, among other problems, raised against 
the claim for transnational justice by the opponents is to fi rst propose a trans-
national ethical framework with relevant core values, the values that specifi -
cally target the challenge of transnational non-existence of associational ties. 
Towards this end, one could reasonably contend that the values of extended-
ness and relationality deducible from Osigwe’s philosophy of the family could 
be applied to off er a morally coherent idea of transnational ethics. According 
to the value of extendedness, the idea of the family ought to be globally 
expansive, given the moral arbitrariness of state boundaries. Th e value of rela-
tionality emphasises the ontological connection of all human persons across 
the morally arbitrary state boundaries, showing that relations among persons 
in the global society ought to be morally grounded, regardless of natural bar-
riers. If these values form part of the transnational ethics in the contemporary 
world, then the challenge of transnational non-existence of associational ties, 
which is raised against the cause of transnational justice, is neutralised. 

 Th is work is divided into fi ve sections. After the introduction and issue 
statement (section “ Introduction and Issue Statement ”), Section “ Conceptual 
Prologue ” engages in some conceptual explications. Section “ Skewed Global 
Human Relations and the Debate Between Proponents and Opponents of 
Transnational Justice ” discusses skewed global human relations, using the 
debate between the proponents and the opponents of transnational jus-
tice. Section “ Applying Anyiam-Osigwe’s African Philosophy of the Family: 
An Argument from Transnational Ethics to Transnational Justice ” foregrounds 
Osigwe as an African philosopher of the family and also applies the core val-
ues in Osigwe’s African philosophy of the family to advance a transnational 
ethical framework, which successfully grounds the plausibility and feasibility 
of transnational justice in the fi nal analysis. Section “ Conclusion ” summarises 
and concludes the discussion.  

     Conceptual Prologue 

 Th e central concepts in the study to be given preliminary clarifi cation are 
African philosophy, African philosophy of the family, transnational ethics and 
transnational justice, 

  African Philosophy and African Philosophy of the Family     African philosophy 
(hereafter, AP) is understood here as the critical and systematic refl ections 
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of the African mind, or that of a concerned other, on the problematics that 
are related to the African peoples and their world, be it in the disciplinary or 
non-disciplinary sense. Th is brief conception of AP needs some amplifi cation. 
First, the phrase ‘a concerned other’ simply refers to any non-African who is 
genuinely committed to engaging in critical and systematic refl ections on the 
problematics related to the African peoples and their world. Th is signals that 
non-Africans could contribute to the discourse of African philosophy, just 
as Africans could contribute to the philosophic discourses in other climes. 
Moreover, the relevant African mind may domicile on the African continent or 
in the Diaspora. Second, the problematics on focus must be African-specifi c, 
at least to a large extent; though it is recognised that the problematics may still 
be somewhat connected to those of other philosophic climes. For example, 
the mind-body problem may be philosophically examined as it appears within 
the African world, just as it is philosophically examined as it appears within 
the Western world. Th at the origin of the problem is traditionally attributed 
to the French rationalist Rene Descartes does not mean that there could be no 
African angle to it. Th e present clarifi cation makes a diff erentia between what 
we call AP here and what we call ‘philosophy in Africa’, which is a summation 
of various philosophic discourses from non-African cultures, such as Western 
philosophy, Indian philosophy, Chinese philosophy, and so on that are taught 
in academia in Africa. Th ird, in the disciplinary sense, AP is the African-
problematics- focused aspect of the course curricula in the Departments of 
Philosophy in African universities. In the non-disciplinary sense, an African 
mind or that of a concerned other engages in AP when s/he tries to interroga-
tively examine problematics related to the African peoples and their world, 
though s/he is not formally trained as a philosopher and whether or not s/he 
knows that s/he is philosophic in thought or in action.  

 From the foregoing explication of AP, African philosophy of the family 
(hereafter, APF) is to be understood as the aspect of the AP which refl ects 
on family-specifi c issues, such as the metaphysical foundations of the African 
concept of the family, its contribution to the totality of the epistemic capital 
of the African child, its moral shaping of the African child relative to the 
African community, and so on. 

  Transnational Ethics and Transnational Justice     Th e phrases ‘transnational 
ethics’ (hereafter, TE) and ‘transnational justice’ (hereafter, TJ) are arguably 
correlative, although they are not conceptually synonymous. Given that eth-
ics, in the non-disciplinary sense, is a reason-based normative system which 
refers to fundamental norms that articulate how to, or how not to, engage in 
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proper human conduct in society—be it as a human person or as a human 
collectivity, or be it at an individual level or at an organisational/institu-
tional level—then TE is an ethical framework that focuses on normatively 
regulating the deliberate actions and relations of individuals, groups, fi rms 
and mobilisations across state borders. It contrasts with intranational ethics, 
which is an ethical framework meant to normatively regulate the actions and 
relations of individuals, groups, fi rms and mobilisations within a national 
territory. TE presents a rational system of normative principles, theories 
and values which are invoked to evaluate as right or wrong the voluntary 
actions of human beings, be they individuals or groups, or even states, across 
national boundaries. Th us, to expand the scope of the position of Coicaud 
and Warner ( 2001 ) above 

Th is is…to say that ethics is not about the self in isolation. Ethics,  fundamentally, 
has a social quality. It aims at integrating the existence and the fate of others into 
our vision of ourselves, into our thoughts and actions. It is about feeling that 
our individual lives extend to the lives of others. Ethics forces each of us to feel 
that our identity is also defi ned by our relations to others. It is the experience 
that, somehow, we owe something to others and that our ability to handle what 
we owe to others decides in some sense who we are. —Coicaud and Warner 
(2001:1-2)

One could state that TE advances a system of moral connection and consider-
ation between the self and the other across national boundaries, that is, beyond 
the traditional statist account of ethical thinking and practice. Moreover, TE 
attempts to address normative aspects of the phenomena that connect moral 
agents across borders, such as migration, intervention, war, racial discrimina-
tion, climate change, environmental degradation, trans-border redistribution 
of wealth and so on.  

 Methodologically, TE is both deontological and teleological. It is morally 
evaluative of the consequences of statist policies and actions across borders, as 
well as similar institutional actions, relative to their rightness or wrongness. It 
is also morally judgmental of the rightness or wrongness of the nature of those 
statist policies and institutional actions across borders, or the intentions of 
the policy-makers, quite apart from their consequences. TE may also, some-
times, be virtue-conscious. Virtue ethics, according to Pierre Allan ( 2005 : 
103),   is not concerned with a specifi c action, but the moral agent as such. Th e 
Aristotelian approach considers what kind of person the agent is, her attitude 
and general orientation to life, her character…— Pierre Allan (2005:103) 
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 Th us, a virtue-ethical approach to TE entails that the character traits of the 
moral agents responsible for the policies with transnational eff ects are also 
subject to moral scrutiny, in addition to the eff ects of the policies (teleolo-
gism) and the very nature of the policies on focus (deontologism). 

 TJ, on the other hand, is the philosophical projection of domestic analyses 
of justice to the international arena (see Blake  2005 : par.1). It is a philosophical 
view that extends the geography of discussion and exercise of justice beyond its 
traditional statist locale. Th e correlation between TE and TJ is that the former 
provides the moral basis on which the superstructure of TJ is fruitfully founded 
and appreciated, as well as intelligibly discussed. Th ere are two senses of TJ that 
are relevant here. Th e fi rst is a negative understanding of TJ (hereafter, NTJ), 
which advances that states ought not to engage in, or ought to refrain from 
engaging in, activities with the propensity of unfairly aff ecting the interests of 
the other in transnational relations. Th e second is a positive understanding of TJ 
(hereafter, PTJ), which avows that states ought to engage in activities with the 
propensity of fairly aff ecting the interests of the other in transnational relations. 3   

     Skewed Global Human Relations and the Debate 
Between Proponents and Opponents 
of Transnational Justice 

 It has been argued that the present global order, especially its economic 
dimension, is largely skewed in favour of some peoples of the world, on the 
one hand, and against some other peoples of the same world, on the other 
hand. Th erefore, there are some moral and political philosophers who have 
advanced that there should be transnational justice of the redistributive kind 
to address this lopsidedness. Also, there are some counter-theses from the 
opponents of transnational justice. Both are briefl y examined here. 

    The Proponents of Transnational Justice and Their Theses 

     (a)     Th e moral thesis:  One argument advanced to support TJ of the redistribu-
tive kind evolves from the thinking that national boundaries are morally 
arbitrary (See Beitz, cited in Griffi  ths, et al.  2008 : 314), just as the distri-

3   Th e terms ‘negative transnational justice’ and ‘positive transnational justice,’ as well as their conceptions 
as given here, are the present author’s. 
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bution of natural resources among states of the world is morally arbitrary 
(see Beitz  1979 : 138, 139). Th erefore, natural boundaries, being morally 
arbitrary, ought not to be a bar to the redistribution of wealth from the 
global rich to the global poor. Here, one notices that PTJ is the specifi c 
kind actually being demanded by the proponents.   

   (b)     Th e exploitation thesis:  According to Nielson ( 1992 : 25), the rich nations, 
functioning as instruments for gigantic capitalist enterprises, have domi-
nated and exploited underdeveloped countries by using their resources 
and markets on unfair terms. Th us, he submits that from the moral point 
of view, we know that justice, or at least humanity, requires an extensive 
redistribution between north and south (Nielson  1992 : 30). Here, a criti-
cal mind sees that the courses of both NTJ and PTJ are being advanced; 
the fi rst in the sense that there is an implicit claim that the extant exploit-
ative relations between the global rich and the global poor, on Nielson’s 
reading, ought to be discontinued, and the second in the sense that con-
crete measures ought to be taken by the global rich, in terms of extensive 
redistribution, in favour of the global poor.   

   (c)     Th e global institutional thesis:  For Pogge ( 2010 : 418), when national eco-
nomic trajectories of poor states with almost similar past experiences 
diverge, there must be some local factors at work. But this does not mean 
that global factors play no role. Pogge ( 2010 : 419–420) actually develops a 
four-step argument to establish a causal link between the design of the 
global institutional order, infl uenced by the rich states of the north and the 
economies of poor states of the south. Th e summation of the argument is 
that, given the fact that the negotiators of the north also have their domestic 
interests to protect and promote, which are in tension with those of their 
poor counterparts in the south, and given the fact that the negotiators of 
the north operate from the position of economic strength, which gives 
them a head-start over their poor counterparts in the south, they are sure to 
infl uence the design of the global institutional order to the north’s advan-
tage. According to Pogge ( 2010 : 422), to attract foreign investment in order 
to boost their economies, states in the south deliberately engage in a ‘race to 
the bottom,’ which entails the states off ering ever more exploitable work-
forces to foreign investors in order to outbid one another. Assuming that 
Pogge is right, one could conclude that the global rich ought to take some 
concrete steps to address this global institutional unfairness. Arguably, PTJ 
is involved here, given that there is an implicit call for institutional reform, 
a moral reinvention of the extant global institutional order, by the propo-
nents of TJ so as to factor in the interests of the global poor.   
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   (d)     Th e thesis of economic globalisation:  According to a political philosopher, 
it is indisputable that the burdens and the benefi ts of economic globali-
sation are far from being equitably distributed and shared among the 
world’s population. Despite globalisation, global income disparity has 
widened rather than narrowed (see Tan  2004 : 30–31). In fact, between 
1960 and 1997, the diff erence in income between the top 20 percent of 
the world’s population (in the richest countries) and the bottom 20 per-
cent rose from thirty to seventy-four times (see Tan  2004 : 31; UNDP 
 1998 : 36). Moreover, the policy-making capacity of most developing 
countries has been largely eroded, given that they have to adopt policies 
made by other entities, which may on balance be detrimental to the 
developing countries. Th e developed countries, meanwhile, which form 
the centres of major economic players and which also control the pro-
cesses and policies of international economic agencies, are able to main-
tain control over their national policies as well as to determine the 
policies and practices of international institutions and the global system 
(see Khor  2003 : 5). Given that there is a claim here that economic glo-
balisation favours some rich states more than it does poor states of the 
world, it logically follows that concrete moral measures should be taken 
to recreate the driving principles and policies of so-called negative eco-
nomic globalisation. Accepting this, one could state that both NTJ and 
PTJ are being canvassed. Th e NTJ involved is that the big players in 
economic globalisation should discontinue the skewed principles and 
policies hitherto driving economic globalisation, and the PTJ involved is 
that they should now adopt more utilitarian-focused principles and poli-
cies. Th ese are the principles and policies that will further the course of 
the greatest good to the greatest number, understood in the expansive 
sense, rather than the greatest good in the restrictive sense, applicable 
only to some privileged regions of the world.   

   (e)     Th e thesis of historical injustice:  Th e thesis of historical injustice is quite 
popular. Th e claim is that historical injustices, such as conquest, plunder, 
imperialism, colonialism and slavery were perpetrated by some Western 
states against some other states in Africa, Asia, South America and 
elsewhere, and these are now major causes of present global inequality. As 
a result, the societies that perpetrated the injustices became, and remain, 
rich, and the societies that were victims became, and mostly remain, poor. 
Th ese facts refute the argument that present global inequality is not unjust 
because it results from a history of voluntary actions (see Smith  2008 : 53; 
Pogge  2002 : 199, 202; Pogge  2005 : 36–50). 
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 It must be noted that the fi rst three theses are somewhat interrelated, 
given that they are in one way or another, besides being present-conscious, 
mainly connected to the economic order/structure of the world. Th e last 
thesis, in contrast, is founded on the backward-looking fact of injustices 
that had and still have epistemic, political, economic, metaphysical, psy-
chological and moral eff ects on the people involved. Epistemically, the 
knowledge capital of the victims of the injustices has been skewed so as to 
fi t into, and rely on, the knowledge capital of the West. Politically, the 
European nations superimposed their political ideas and values on the 
peoples of the colonies, 4  and these political ideas and values are still domi-
nant in the colonies’ post- independence political life. Economically, the 
colonies were exploited to serve the economic interests of the European 
nations. 5  Metaphysically and psychologically,  the being  of the aff ected 
peoples was diminished because it was taken to be inferior to  the being  of 
the peoples of the West, and this impacted negatively on their general 
psyche. Morally, the peoples of the colonies were treated as less than 
human beings, 6  their moral dignity and worth denigrated. All things con-
sidered, one could state that the last thesis actually advances a claim for 
transnational rectifi catory justice. Since this entails taking concrete steps 
and measures to address the past wrongs identifi ed, then, it is inclined 
towards PTJ.      

    The Opponents of Transnational Justice and Their Theses 

     (a)     Th e institutionalist thesis:  Th is thesis advances the view that the quality of 
development in a state is largely a function of the quality of the domestic 
institutions and the values and virtues underscoring them. Th us, it is an 
internalist account of development. Rawls ( 1999 : 108) asserts something 
of this nature:

  I believe that the causes of the wealth of a people and the forms it takes lie in 
their political culture and in the religious, philosophical, and moral traditions 
that support the basic structure of their political and social institutions, as well 
as in the industriousness and cooperative talents of its members, all supported 

4   Badru ( forthcoming ). 
5   Badru ( forthcoming ). See Rodney ( 1981 ) in relation to the case of Africa. 
6   Badru ( forthcoming ). 
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by their political virtues. I would further conjecture that there is no society 
anywhere in the world—except for marginal cases—with resources so scarce 
that it could not, were it reasonably and rationally organized and governed, 
become well-ordered…Th e crucial elements that make the diff erence are the 
political culture, the political virtues and civic society of the country, its mem-
bers’ probity and industriousness, their capacity for innovation, and much else. 
Crucial also is the country’s population policy: it must take care that it does not 
overburden its lands and economy with a larger population than it can sustain. 

   Risse ( 2005 : 355) also contends that the institutionalist thesis responds to 
the question of ‘what makes some countries rich and stable and others poor 
and volatile.’ He concludes that growth and prosperity depend on the qual-
ity of institutions, such as stable property rights; rule of law; bureaucratic 
capacity; appropriate regulatory structures to curtail at least the worst forms 
of fraud, anti-competitive behaviour and graft; and the quality and indepen-
dence of the courts. But he also mentions as important the cohesiveness of 
society, the existence of trust and social cooperation, and, thus, the overall 
quality of civil society. If we take the foregoing as a premise, it logically fol-
lows that the problem of underdevelopment of poor states of the world and 
their peoples is largely auto-causal. Th us, they do not deserve any redistribu-
tion of wealth as a matter of justice from the rich states of the world.   

   (b)     Th e geography thesis:  Th is is a place-bound argument. Th e central claim 
here is that the geographic position of a people substantially determines 
their level of growth, in the short run, and development, in the long run. 
For Risse ( 2005 : 356), growth and prosperity are primarily determined by 
factors such as location, climate, endowment of resources (including soils) 
and disease burden, and thus by agricultural productivity, quality of 
human resources and transportation costs. Somewhat in concert with the 
institutionalist thesis examined above, the geography thesis implies that 
the burden of underdevelopment of the poor states of the world is not 
other-causal. But unlike the former thesis that attributes the causal factors 
to deliberate actions and inactions of the underdeveloped states, the latter 
thesis ascribes the causal factors to the natural environments of the under-
developed states. If this is true, it seems less than ideal for underdeveloped 
states to desire and demand wealth redistribution from the developed.   

   (c)     Th e thesis from associational ties:  Th is thesis, which is otherwise known as 
the national affi  nity thesis, asserts that talk of justice is only plausible and 
feasible within a bound society. According to Sandel ( 1984 : 89), the dif-
ference principle…  (that the proponents of TJ want to apply across the 
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boundaries of political collectivities)  7  …is a principle of sharing. As such, it 
must presuppose some prior moral tie among those whose assets it would 
deploy and whose eff orts it would enlist in a common endeavor. Otherwise, 
it is sin1ply a formula for using some as means to others’ ends… (Lines: 
316–321). And this is mere instrumentalisation of the human person, 
which Kant frowns at. For Walzer ( 1983 : 31), it is only within such a 
bounded world that individuals can agree on the kinds of goods that they 
need to share and distribute. Drawing on the foregoing premise, it follows 
that the rich states of the world have no moral obligation to redistribute 
their wealth, which they are supposed to expend on their own needy citi-
zenry, not on the distant needy. If the global rich should decide to redis-
tribute some wealth to the global poor, it is just a matter of moral 
supererogation, but not of moral obligation.     

 Of the three theses deployed by the opponents of TJ against the propo-
nents of TJ, the thesis from associational ties, or the national affi  nity thesis, 
seems to be the strongest. Th is conclusion is rationally justifi able. Both the 
institutionalist thesis and the geography thesis make a fundamental mistake, 
and this lies in their reductionist assumption that the burden of underdevel-
opment and poverty of a segment of the world is solely causally internalist, or 
auto-causal. It is partially factual that the burden of underdevelopment and 
poverty of a segment of the world is auto-causal, and it is also factual that the 
burden has an internalist dimension. But it is also not less of a fact that there 
is an externalist dimension to the burden, which is aptly captured in the SCN 
theory: S  =  Slavery, C = Colonisation, N = Neo-colonialism (Badru  2015 ). 
However, the strength of the thesis from associational ties against TJ lies in 
the fact that, despite the present-day globalisation and its engendered trans-
national institutions, agencies and interactions of peoples, goods and services 
that create a similitude of community-like relations at the global level, the 
fact is still that the values of ontological relationality and extendedness, basic 
to a cohesive rather than a merely cooperative collectivity of peoples at the 
global level, are grossly lacking. But the basic argument of this chapter is that 
a cohesive collectivity of peoples could still be nurtured at the global level, 
and the course of TJ ultimately furthered, if TE could embrace the core values 
of ontological relationality and extendedness, which are arguably located in 
Anyiam-Osigwe’s African philosophy of the family.   

7   Italics not in the original. 
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     Applying Anyiam-Osigwe’s African Philosophy 
of the Family: An Argument from Transnational 
Ethics to Transnational Justice 

 Right from the outset, one must make some clarifi cations. First, philosophy 
is used in the present context relative to Osigwe Anyiam-Osigwe (hereafter, 
 OAO ) in the normative non-disciplinary sense, as distinguished from the nor-
mative disciplinary sense. In the normative disciplinary sense, philosophy is 
one of many discourses in human societies, the practitioners (or students) of 
which are (or are taught how to be) devoted to critical dialogue with their 
thoughts and actions as well as the realities in their environment, be it imme-
diate or extended (see Badru and Omotoso  2014 : 84). In this understanding 
of philosophy,  OAO  could not be a philosopher because he was not trained 
in the discipline; a philosopher in the normative disciplinary sense is a person 
trained in the discipline. 

 In the normative non-disciplinary sense, philosophy may be engaged in 
by any person who pays enough attention to argumentation, criticality, ana-
lyticity, logicality, systematisation and so on in his/her thought and action, 
whether or not the person is a trained philosopher, whether or not the person 
knows s/he is doing philosophy, whether or not the focus of the exercise is 
philosophical or otherwise. In this sense, even a political scientist or a sociolo-
gist who aligns with the foregoing features of the ‘philosophical spirit’ may be 
philosophical in his/her work without knowing s/he is doing just that (Badru 
and Omotoso  2014 : 84). In this understanding of philosophy,  OAO  could 
be a philosopher, given that he was critically refl ective on the realities in his 
immediate and extended environment. For example,  OAO  ( 2014 : 1) asks 
some fundamental metaphysical questions, such as (i) What is the cosmos and 
what is the place of man in the cosmos? (ii) How did the cosmos come to be? 
Is it a product of chance or a manifestation of creative intelligence? (iii) What 
is the ultimate destiny of the cosmos? (iv) What is energy? What is the origin 
of energy? (v) Is there any relationship between the cosmos, energy and man? 

 Second, just like Socrates,  OAO  (though literate and numerate) did not 
write elaborately, as Plato did or as present-day philosophers do. Just as we 
come to know the philosophy of Socrates through Plato, Aristotle and so on, 
this present work also relies on the few writings of  OAO  which are philosophic 
in content and through the philosophic minds that have studied the few writ-
ings of  OAO  and written on him. Th e fact that  OAO  did not write elaborately 
did not make him less of a philosopher, just as the fact that Socrates did not 
write elaborately did not make him less of a philosopher. 

88 R.O. Badru



 As an African thinker,  OAO  is generally committed to the philosophy 
of holism (see, for example,  OAO   2000 ,  2014 ;  OAO ,  Excerpts & Quotes,  
 1999–2008 ), and this is amply refl ected in his philosophy of the family. 
To properly decompose this philosophy of the family ,  one must proceed 
thematically. 

  Th e Family at the Micro-Level of Sociality     To begin with,  OAO  emphasises the 
centrality of the family to social progress and development. Indeed, he makes 
three fundamental claims, among others, about the family. He claims that 
the family ‘constitutes the foundation upon which civilisation and human 
relationships rest’ ( OAO   2000 : 53). He stresses ‘the place of the family as 
the primordial source of all human-related dynamics operative in society’ 
( OAO   2000 : 53). He further reinforces the earlier claims by noting that ‘the 
family is the nucleus and most valuable unit of society’ ( OAO   2000 : 54). 
To partially justify the claims,  OAO  ( 2014 : 5) ‘identifi es the family as the 
fi rst port of call at birth and the microcosm of society in which a crucial 
foundation is laid for the moulding of consciousness and mindset.’  OAO  
( 2000 : 50, 52) proff ers further justifi cation for the signifi cance of the fam-
ily through its functionality: (i) Th e family provides emotional and psycho-
logical security for the child, through the warmth, love and companionship 
that living together generates (sic) between spouses and, in turn, between 
them and their children, as well as with other members of the family; (ii) 
Th e family provides a valuable social and political function by institution-
alising procreation and by providing guidelines for the regulation of sexual 
conduct; (iii) Th e family provides the moral function of ensuring that all 
members conform to or share certain basic values; (iv) Th e family performs 
the economic function of providing food, shelter, clothing and physical secu-
rity for its members, many of whom may be too young or too old to provide 
for the basic necessities of life themselves. Certain philosophical inferences 
could be rightly made from each of the functions of the family with regards 
to the child, as rendered by  OAO.  First, the emotional and psychological sup-
port provided for the child by the older members of the family initiates and 
sustains in the child, through adulthood, a right disposition towards what is 
regarded as the care ethics, which is founded on the values of relationality and 
extendedness, popular in the feminist ethics (see, for example, Tong  2009 : 
para. 17). Th e second and third functions of the family, as given by  OAO,  
also conjure up the undeniable role of the family in the moral development 
of children and the family’s moral responsibility toward the aged in  society. 
Th is is also consistent with the feminist care ethics. Th e fourth function 
of the family duly recognises the signifi cance of the economic input to the 
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life of children or the aged. Without the economic support supplied by the 
family, the child may be fundamentally incapacitated early in life and unable 
to properly chart out the path towards the realisation of his/her essence. In the 
case of the aged, untold deprivations may follow the absence of the family’s 
economic input.  

  OAO  ( 2000 : 58) further reiterates the moral signifi cance of the family in 
the life of the child:

  …Th e moulding of the mind starts with the appreciation of observable phe-
nomena within the family unit. Th e prevalent deterioration of moral and spiri-
tual values cannot be separated from further disposition towards materialism in 
the family unit. Children observe their parents as objects of study and analysis. 
Th e values and principles adopted and practised by the parents constitute the 
mould in which their off spring are fashioned, and in the fi nal analysis determine 
how and who they become in the world. 

 Before proceeding, it must be noted that though  OAO  is right about the 
moral importance of the family to the present and the future of the child, 
it must also be acknowledged that there are other infl uences, apart from the 
family, which have the propensity of either rightly shaping or wrongly shap-
ing the moral life of the child. Some of them are peer groups, the media, 
schools and so on. 

 According to  OAO  ( 2000 : 55) ,  the family is presently in deep crisis, with 
reverberating eff ects vitiating its capacity to properly perform its basic func-
tions. For him, it is

  …regrettable that irrespective of the fact that technology [sic] advancement has 
brought much progress to humanity with the world assuming the status of a 
global village, where industrial and technological success has largely simplifi ed 
human existence, the impact of the callous neglect of the family values and the 
resulting deteriorating morality, on the human community is so glaring that even 
the most numbed among us is bound to appreciate this unsalutary state of aff airs. 

    Th e Family at the Macro-Level of Globality     When  OAO  ( 2000 : 53) emphasises 
that ‘a better world order must begin with a better order within the family 
units that make up the world society,’ he engages in what one could regard as 
a sort of glocalisation with the concept of the family. In other words, he sees 
as well as implicitly prescribes that the  other  should see the cosmological and 
ontological connection between the idea of the local family, so to speak, and 
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the ideal of the global family. Cosmologically,  OAO  implicitly prescribes that 
our considered worldview of the underlying principle of order in the family, 
at the local level, should inform our worldview of the underlying principle 
of order, at the global level. Ontologically,  OAO  implicitly prescribes that 
our eff orts to bring order into existence at the local level of the family should 
inform our eff orts to bring order into existence at the global level. Th ere is 
a diff erence between the cosmological and the ontological inferences drawn 
from the position of  OAO.  Th e cosmological angle focuses on our philo-
sophical worldview of the underlying principle of order, while the ontological 
angle focuses on the existential realisation of our philosophical worldview of 
the underlying principle of order. Furthermore,  OAO  ( 2000 : 58) reinforces 
the connectedness of the idea of family order at the local level to the idea of 
global order, stating that ‘the fact remains that the character of the world we 
see today is a refl ection of the character content of today’s man.’  

 So far, we can see that the contention of  OAO  is reducible to two basic 
claims: (i) Th ere is a correlation between the concept of order within the fam-
ily, at the local level, and the concept of order at the global level; and (ii) Th e 
problematic preventive of establishing a better global order is an outcrop of 
the problematic preventive of establishing a better order at the family level. 
Th us, it logically follows that the fi xing of the problematic at the global level 
is connected to the fi xing of the problematic at the family level, given the cor-
relation between the two. But what steps do we take to address the crisis at the 
family level in Africa? For  OAO  ( 2000 : 63–64) , 

  …a recourse to our Pristine African concept of the family, the so-called extended 
family system, would not only provide a viable framework that would accom-
modate and support all confi gurations of family, but more importantly it would 
serve as a reference beacon from which all families can take their bearing…
[T]hrough the restoration of family values we would regain the spiritual strength 
that underpins healthy families and makes for a better world order. 

   We need to fi rst think through the above ,  before proceeding.  OAO  ( 2000 : 
62–63) mentions that ‘…lesbian or homosexual partners are now allowed to 
set up home as spouses and adopt children or contract a surrogate mother 
to bear their children.’ If this is taken to be a family form and confi guration, 
and we bring this into parallel with the citation (lines 1–3) above, then it 
seems that the homosexual form and confi guration of the family also fi nds 
some resonance in the extended family system being prescribed. Th is conclu-
sion, however, is obviously in tension with the traditional form and confi gu-
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ration of the family, a pre-Western-liberal account of the constitution of the 
family, in Africa. 

 But what is the extended family system in Africa, and what are the values 
derivable from the system? According to Ekeopara ( 2012 : 262), citing Lorimer 
( 1995 : 340), the extended family is ‘a group of people closely related by blood, 
e.g. children and their parents, their cousins, their aunts and uncles.’ We could 
call this a restrictive account of the extended family system, given that it grants 
membership, in the strict sense, only to those who are blood- connected. But 
we could also have a non-restrictive account of the extended family system, 
which Kwame Gyekye provides. According to Gyekye ( 2010 : para.47),

  …in almost all the autochthonous African languages…there is really no word 
for ‘race.’ Th ere are, instead, the words ‘person,’ ‘human being,’ and ‘people.’ So 
that, where others would speak in terms of ‘the black race’ or ‘the white race’, 
Africans would say, ‘black people’, ‘white people’, and so on. And, instead of 
‘people of mixed race’, they would say, ‘people of mixed blood.’ … [I]n terms of 
the African perception of humanity, the important point is that the off spring of 
any ‘blood mixing’ is a human being and therefore belongs to the one human 
‘race’ of which we are all a part. Th us, even though the African people tradition-
ally live in small communities and are divided into diff erent ethnic or cultural 
groups and into clans and lineages with complex networks of relationships, nev-
ertheless, they perceive humanity to embrace all other peoples beyond their 
narrow geographic or spatial confi nes, to constitute all human beings into one 
universal family of humankind. Even though this family is fragmented into a 
multiplicity of peoples and cultures, nevertheless, it is a shared family—a shared 
humanity—the relationships among whose members ought to feature a certain 
kind of morality: the morality of a shared humanity. 

 Gyekye’s account of the extended family is non-restrictive, given that it 
embraces every human person regardless of his/her ethno-cultural/racial 
background, and this work subscribes to this sense. It is noteworthy that, 
whether in the restrictive or in the non-restrictive sense, at least two basic 
values can be inferred from the extended family system: the value of extend-
edness and the value of relationality. We shall discuss these values in a short 
while. Meanwhile, four basic questions emerge at this point: (i) What do we 
mean by  extendedness  and  relationality ? (ii) Why are they regarded as values? 
(iii) Are they truly logical derivatives from  OAO ’s philosophy of the family? 
(iv) In what sense are they morally connected to TE and TJ? 

 First, in the ontological sense, extendedness is expressive of the idea of 
boundary- transcending. Metaphorically, it expresses the death of distance. 
In its own case, relationality is affi  rmative of the being of connectedness. It 
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affi  rms the being of relationship between the self and the other. Th us under-
stood, one could rightly argue that extendedness leads to relationality; when 
distance becomes a non-being, the being of relationship is necessarily affi  rmed. 

 Second, drawing on the ontological explication that extendedness expresses 
the non-being of distance while relationality affi  rms the being of connected-
ness, then one could state that both extendedness and relationality are rightly 
regarded as values because they are desirable in the building of a cohesive col-
lectivity of people. 

 Th ird, it is a deductive fact that both extendedness and relationality are 
logical derivatives from  OAO ’s philosophy of the family. When the famil-
ial bond is extended to as many people as possible on account of blood 
(restrictive sense), or to as many people as possible on the basis of humanity 
(non- restrictive sense), then there exists no ontological separation among 
them. Granted this, what necessarily follows is connectedness. Moreover, 
 OAO  (1999–2008: 8) reaches a similar conclusion, when he notes:

  Th e Group Mind Principle reawakens human consciousness to the necessary 
and inherent benefi ts that will accrue if all humanity will exist with the sense of 
a family, practice and live in truthfulness and honesty in the totality of their 
existence and enhance the sum total of output from the sweat of the brow by the 
collectiveness of attributes and potentialities. 

 In simple terms, what  OAO  is saying is that if all the peoples of the world 
could be really committed to a thinking and practice of the oneness of the 
human family, then all of us would be ultimately better for it. 

 Fourth, extendedness and relationality morally connect to TE and TJ in a 
logical way. To begin with, the value of extendedness espouses that the idea 
of the family ought to be globally expansive, given the moral arbitrariness of 
state boundaries. Moreover, the value of relationality emphasises the ontologi-
cal connection of all human persons across the morally arbitrary state bound-
aries, showing that relations among persons in the global society ought to be 
morally grounded, regardless of natural barriers. If the foregoing is granted 
and the values now form part of the TE in the contemporary world, then at 
least two objectives will be achieved: (i) Th e reformed TE will address head-on 
the challenge of the absence of associational ties on the transnational plane, 
on the one hand, given that peoples of the world now come to view them-
selves as family members; (ii) Th e reformed TE will ultimately ground the 
claim for the plausibility and the feasibility of transnational justice, on the 
other hand, given that associational ties are largely recreated through relation-
ality. In short, the reformed framework of TE now fully supports the claims 
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for the plausibility and the feasibility of TJ, given that the hitherto challeng-
ing absence of associational ties, the ties that ground the domestic account 
and practice of justice, is taken care of. 

 It should also be noted that the argument advanced for a reformed frame-
work of TE, in order to ultimately ground the claim for the plausibility and 
feasibility of TJ, fi nds some theoretical resonance in the monogenesis account 
of human origins, the account that states that all human beings, despite some 
bodily-structural diff erentiation, arose from the same ancestors.  

     Conclusion 

 Th e focus of this work has been on the skewed nature of human relations at the 
transnational level, particularly between the north and the south. To address 
the issue, some thinkers have argued that there should be transnational justice 
of a distributive nature, permitting a movement of wealth from the north 
to the south. However, some other thinkers, the opponents of TJ, raise a 
counter- argument to the foregoing, showing the implausibility and infeasibil-
ity of the proponents’ position. Perhaps the strongest challenge, as argued in 
this work, raised against the proponents is the absence of associational ties 
on the transnational plane, ties which transnational justice could be morally 
anchored into. However, this work has attempted to show that the values 
of extendedness and relationality deducible from Osigwe Anyiam-Osigwe’s 
African philosophy of the family provide a transnational ethical basis that 
ultimately grounds the justifi ability and feasibility of transnational justice.     
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      In the literature on African ethics, one fi nds relatively little that consists of 
normative theorization with regard to right action, that is, the articulation and 
justifi cation of a comprehensive, basic norm that is intended to account for 
what all permissible acts have in common as distinct from impermissible ones. 1  
By “African ethics” I mean values associated with the largely black and Bantu-
speaking peoples indigenous to the sub-Saharan part of the continent, thereby 
excluding Islamic Arabs in North Africa and white Afrikaners in South Africa, 
among others. Th e fi eld lacks a well-defended general principle grounding par-
ticular duties that is informed by such values and that could be compared to 
dominant Western theories, such as Hobbesian egoism or Kantian respect for 
persons. In this essay, I aim to help develop such a principle. 2  

1   One more often fi nds something closer to moral anthropology or cultural studies, that is, discussion 
recounting the ethical practices or norms of a certain African people. For representative examples, see 
Anthony Kirk-Greene, “Mutumin Kirki: the concept of the good man in Hausa,” reprinted in  African 
Philosophy: An Anthology,  ed. Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), ch. 14; and John 
Ayotunde Isola Bewaji, “Ethics and morality in Yoruba culture,”  A Companion to African Philosophy , ed. 
Kwasi Wiredu (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), pp. 396–403. I do not mean to disparage these discussions; I 
aim merely to distinguish them from this one. 
2   I focus exclusively on right action and set aside issues of good character (e.g., motives, virtues), saving 
them for another occasion. 



 Some have approximated this project on occasion, but no one has made 
it a primary aim that has been pursued in a systematic, analytic way. 3  
Furthermore, the attempts so far, in my judgment, err in one of two major 
ways. Some advocate principles that clearly cannot capture core aspects of 
African values and hence are “too Western.” Others suggest principles that 
promise to capture them but cannot as they stand since they are too vague or 
limited. My goal is to present an ethical principle that not only grows out of 
African soil and diff ers from what is widespread in the West, but that also is 
specifi c and complete—or that at least has more of these qualities than what 
one has for a long while been able to fi nd in the literature. 

 I begin by clarifying the nature of my project in more detail (section 
“ Clarifi cation of the Project ”). I explain that I seek a theory of rightness 
that rationally reconstructs primarily those values associated with talk of 
 ubuntu  and cognate terms for morality that are prevalent among sub-Saharan 
Africans. I also present criteria by which to judge whether a theory of right 
action grounded on  ubuntu  is acceptable. I evaluate a theory by the extent to 
which it accounts for two classes of particular moral judgments, those that are 
deemed uncontroversial to more or less the same degree by both Africans and 
Westerners, and those that tend to be deemed uncontroversial more by Africans 
than by Westerners. In the following section, I distinguish between six distinct 
theories that are found in, or suggested by, the literature on African ethics, and 
I contend that one promises to account for all these commonsensical intu-
itions much better than the others (section “  Ubuntu  as a Moral Th eory ”). 
Th en, I refi ne the theory in a crucial respect so that it is more precise and com-
plete (section “ Developing the Favoured Account ”). I conclude the paper by 
noting several ways in which the theory still needs to be developed in future 
work (section “ Conclusion: Topics for Future Work ”). 

      Clarifi cation of the Project 

 In seeking to construct an African theory of right action, my aim is to develop 
a principle that indigenous sub-Saharan Africans ought to believe, given their 
adherence to claims they typically deem to be less controversial than the pro-
posed principle. Hence, this largely epistemic project is neither simply moral 

3   Others reject this essay’s aim outright, maintaining either that there is nothing about African morality 
that signifi cantly diff ers from Western morality, or that, while there are important diff erences, African 
morality cannot be codifi ed and is to be known merely on a “know it when I see it” basis. For the former 
criticism, see Mamphela Ramphele cited in Penny Enslin and Kai Horsthemke, “Can  ubuntu  provide a 
model for citizenship education in African democracies?”  Comparative Education,  40 (2004), 548. For 
the latter, see Yvonne Mokgoro, “ Ubuntu  and the law in South Africa,”  Potchefstroom Electronic Law 
Journal,  1 (1998), 16. My chapter as a whole, if successful, refutes both objections. 
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anthropology nor even straightforwardly normative ethics. First, it is not 
merely descriptive, for I am not just recounting what sub-Saharan Africans, 
or a majority of them, happen to believe about rightness. I go beyond moral 
anthropology in that I seek to unify variegated commonsensical beliefs and to 
argue that one such unifi cation (which may not be widely held) is better than 
others. Second, this project is also not plainly prescriptive, for I do not assert 
that the favoured theory is in fact true—in other words, that people should 
indeed conform to it. I argue that there is strong epistemic reason to hold it, 
in relation to certain moral intuitions common to sub-Saharan Africa and 
in comparison to other theoretical expressions of African morality. I do not 
claim that the theory is more justifi ed than any non-African conception of 
morality, let alone that it corresponds to the moral facts. My goal is to present 
a fundamental and general principle prescribing right actions that is epistemi-
cally justifi ed relative to the circumscribed set of African competitors and that 
could in future work be paired up against Western moral theories. 

 To obtain focus in the search for an attractive African normative principle, 
I address the (English-speaking) literature that comes closest to my project. 
Most of this literature analyzes the values associated with the term  ubuntu  
and related terms in sub-Saharan Africa and draws out their practical impli-
cations for political power, workplace organization and the like.  Ubuntu  is a 
word used by the Nguni-speaking people of South Africa, 4  and it is diffi  cult 
to translate into English because it has many diff erent connotations associated 
with it. 5  Roughly, it means humanness, and it often fi gures into the maxim 
that “a person is a person through other persons.” Th is maxim has descriptive 
senses, to the eff ect that one’s identity as a human being causally and even 
metaphysically depends on a community. It also has prescriptive senses, to the 
eff ect that one ought to be a  mensch , or, in other words, morally support others 
in certain ways. Desmond Tutu, the Nobel Peace Prize winner renowned for 
supervising the South African Truth and Reconciliation Committee (TRC), 
provides a rough gloss of the normative connotations of  ubuntu :

  When we want to give high praise to someone we say, “ Yu, u nobuntu” ; “Hey, 
so-and-so has  ubuntu .” Th en you are generous, you are hospitable, you are 
friendly and caring and compassionate. You share what you have. It is to say, 
“My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up in yours.” 6  

4   Th ere are cognate terms and associated ideas associated in at least all the other Bantu languages of sub-
Saharan Africa, such as  Hunhu  in Shona (Zimbabwe) and  Utu  in Swahili (Kenya), on which see Johann 
Broodryk,  Ubuntu: Life Lessons from Africa  (Pretoria: Ubuntu School of Philosophy, 2002), p. 14. 
5   For discussion of the etymology of  ubuntu , see Mogobe Ramose,  African Philosophy Th rough Ubuntu  
(Harare: Mond Books, 1999), pp. 49–53, and “Th e ethics of  ubuntu ,”  Philosophy from Africa , 2nd edn ,  
ed. P. H. Coetzee and A. P. J. Roux (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 324–28. 
6   Desmond Tutu,  No Future Without Forgiveness  (New York: Random House, 1999), p. 31. 
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 In this chapter, I critically discuss the ways that the literature construes  ubuntu  
as grounding a normative ethical theory of right action (or at least brings to 
mind such a construal), analytically setting aside  ubuntu  as a comprehensive 
worldview or a description of a way of life as a whole. 

 To give the reader more of a sense of what the morality of  ubuntu  involves, 
and to present some criteria for an adequate moral theory, I here review some 
intuitions that most friends of  ubuntu  fi rmly hold. More specifi cally, it will 
be revealing to distinguish between two groups of such intuitions, those held 
by Westerners and Africans to roughly the same extent, and those more often 
held by Africans than by Westerners. I seek a theory inspired by  ubuntu  that 
best accounts for both groups of intuitions. 

 First, consider particular moral judgments that are commonly accepted by 
both adherents of  ubuntu  and Western people in modern, industrialized, con-
stitutional democracies. For both groups, it is by and large uncontroversially 
 pro tanto  immoral:

    A.    to kill innocent people for money.   
   B.    to have sex with someone without her consent.   
   C.    to deceive people, at least when not done in self- or other-defence.   
   D.    to steal (that is, to take from their rightful owner) unnecessary goods.   
   E.    to violate trust, for example, to break a promise, for marginal personal 

gain.   
   F.    to discriminate on a racial basis when allocating opportunities.    

  I take it these judgments are self-explanatory, needing no elaboration. 
 Before sketching the intuitions that I maintain indigenous Africans hold 

more often than Westerners, I warn the reader that I do not mean to suggest 
that all sub-Saharan societies, let alone all individuals in them, hold these intu-
itions. What I claim are moral judgments more common among Africans than 
Westerners are values that have been more widespread in the sub-Saharan part 
of the continent than in Europe, North America or Australasia. Th ey are values 
that have been more often found across not only a certain wide array of space, 
from Ghana to South Africa, but also across a long span of time in that space, 
from traditional societies to the contemporary African intellectual milieu. 
Th ey are also values that recur more often in the literature on African ethics 
than in that on Western ethics. So I am speaking of tendencies, not essences. 
If I am to develop a moral theory that has an African pedigree and diff ers from 
what one standardly fi nds in Anglo-American and Continental philosophy, 
then it will be important to fi nd a principle that entails and well explains these 
kinds of intuitions. Because they might be less familiar to the Western reader, I 
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provide a brief explanation of them. More often for Africans than for 
Westerners, then, it is uncontroversially  pro tanto  immoral:

    G.    to make policy decisions in the face of dissent, as opposed to seeking 
consensus.    

  In the political realm, unanimity is prized and majoritarianism is typically 
seen as a morally inadequate way to resolve confl icts of interest or to deter-
mine law. In many small-scale African communities, discussion continues 
until a compromise is found and all in the discussion agree to the outcome. 7  
Some contemporary African philosophers have sought to extend consensus- 
based decision-making to a modern, urban setting, proposing fascinating and 
under-explored models of representative democracy quite diff erent from the 
winner-take-all system in the United States and the parliamentary systems in 
Europe. For instance, drawing on the consensual politics of the Akan people 
in Ghana, Kwasi Wiredu advocates a “non-party polity,” a type of democratic 
system in which a candidate who wins a majority of votes would not represent 
a party once in offi  ce, but would instead represent the public as a whole. Th at 
is, a representative who has been elected would not aim to promote his con-
stituency’s interests, but would instead share power with other representatives 
by seeking consensus with them in the adoption of every statute. 8 

    H.    to make retribution a fundamental and central aim of criminal justice, as 
opposed to seeking reconciliation.    

  By “retribution” I mean any consideration that could be invoked to justify 
punishing a law-breaker fundamentally for, and in proportion to, wrongdo-
ing. For example, one retributive reason to punish an off ender could be the 
bare fact that he justly deserves condemnation because of, and to the same 
degree as, his having done wrong in the past. In contrast to such a backward- 
looking rationale for punishment, many African communities believe it 
appropriate to respond to crime with the expectation of a good result of some 
sort, whether to appease angry ancestors and thereby protect the community 
from their wrath, or to mend a broken relationship between the off ender, his 

7   For an anthropological overview of traditional African politics and the role of consensus in it, see the 
classic text, Meyer Fortes and Edward Evans-Pritchard, eds,  African Political Systems  (London: Kegan 
Paul, 1994). 
8   See Kwasi Wiredu,  Cultural Universals and Particulars: An African Perspective  (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1996), pt. 4. See also Ramose,  African Philosophy Th rough Ubuntu , pp. 135–53. 
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victim and the community. 9  For two examples from South Africa, an  ubuntu  
ethic is usually credited for helping to ground a restorative, rather than puni-
tive, response to apartheid-era political crimes in the form of the TRC, 10  and 
the justices of the South African Constitutional Court have uniformly judged 
 ubuntu  to be incompatible with the death penalty or any retributive reasoning 
that could underwrite it. 11 

    I.    to create wealth largely on a competitive basis as opposed to a cooperative 
one.    

  In many traditional African societies land is ultimately owned in common, 
and it is held that labour should be undertaken for the sake of the community, 
neither in order to make a profi t in light of demand nor simply to care for 
one’s immediate family. 12  Th e “empire building” of a Warren Buff ett is anath-
ema here, where the point of work should not be to amass wealth for oneself 
or for its own sake, but rather to benefi t others. Th at is one reason why so 
many African societies adopted (quasi-)socialist economic systems after inde-
pendence in the post-war era; free markets seemed, if not inherently wrong, 
then at least something that would hinder morally desirable behaviour. And 
one continues to fi nd contemporary African thinkers railing against Western 
“brash competitiveness,” 13  “single-minded commercialism,” 14  “unbridled 
individualism” 15  and “morally blind, purely economic logic,” 16  instead tend-
ing to favour certain kinds of cooperatives.

9   “Law…directs how individuals and communities should behave towards each other. Its whole object is 
to maintain an equilibrium, and the penalties of African law are directed, not against specifi c infractions, 
but to the restoration of this equilibrium”, J. H. Driberg, “Th e African conception of law,”  Journal of 
Comparative Legislation and International Law  16 (1934): 231. For a concrete example among the Akan 
in Ghana, see Kwasi Wiredu, “Moral foundations of an African culture,”  Person and Community: 
Ghanaian Philosophical Studies,  ed. Kwasi Wiredu and Kwame Gyekye (Washington, D.C.: Council for 
Research in Values and Philosophy, 1992), p. 204. For another example among the Tiv in Nigeria, see 
Richard Miller,  Moral Diff erences  (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 21–8. 
10   On which see Tutu,  No Future Without Forgiveness . 
11   Constitutional Court of South Africa,  Th e State vs T Makwanyane and M Mchunu  Case CCT 3/94 
(1995). 
12   See, e.g., Leo Marquard and T. G. Standing,  Th e Southern Bantu  (London: Oxford University Press, 
1939), esp. pp. 20–32; Stanlake Samkange and Tommie Marie Samkange,  Hunhuism or Ubuntuism: A 
Zimbabwean Indigenous Political Philosophy  (Harare: Graham Publishing Company, 1980), esp. pp. 80–7; 
and Segun Gbadegesin, “Yoruba philosophy: individuality, community, and moral order,”  African 
Philosophy , ed. Eze, pp. 132–3. 
13   Broodryk,  Ubuntu , p. 54; cf. pp. 66–7. 
14   Wiredu, “Moral foundations of an African culture,” p. 202. 
15   N. K. Dzobo, “Values in a changing society: man, ancestors and God,”  Person and Community , ed. 
Wiredu and Gyekye, p. 226. 
16   Godfrey Tangwa, “Th e HIV/AIDS pandemic, African traditional values and the search for a vaccine in 
Africa,” reprinted in  Ethics & AIDS in Africa,  ed. Anton van Niekerk and Loretta Kopelman (Claremont: 
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    J.    to distribute wealth largely on the basis of individual rights, as opposed to 
need.    

  Th e requirements of an individual to help others are typically deemed 
heavier in African than in Western morality. People in the West tend to think 
that individual rights should largely determine the resources one may pos-
sess; for example, one has a right to keep what one deserves for having been 
productive, a right to shares in virtue of having contributed to a cooperative 
scheme, or a right to keep what one has received by voluntary transfer from 
a previous owner. Giving to others what they have no right to is not thought 
of as upholding a duty but as being generous. In contrast, a greater percent-
age of Africans think that one is morally obligated to help others, roughly to 
the extent that one can and that others need, with rights not fi guring into 
the analysis of how much one ought to transfer wealth, time or labour. 17  
Illustrative is the parable of the cow (and similar widespread sayings): “[I]f 
you have two cows and the milk of the fi rst cow is suffi  cient for your own 
consumption,  Ubuntu  expects you to donate the milk of the second cow to 
your underprivileged brothers and sisters.” 18  Conversely, more Africans than 
Westerners think that it is permissible to take goods such as food without oth-
ers’ consent, so long as one does not overdo it. 19 

    K.    to ignore others and violate communal norms, as opposed to acknowledg-
ing others, upholding tradition and partaking in rituals.    

  A nice illustration of this point is a study recounted by Augustine Shutte 
in his book devoted to  ubuntu . 20  He notes a survey that was taken of two 
groups of nuns at a convent. After the obligatory chores and praying were 
done, the study found that the German nuns often continued to work by 
knitting or sewing, while the African nuns did not and instead spent time in 

David Philip Publishers, 2005), p. 181. 
17   For discussion, see Wiredu, “Moral foundations of an African culture,” pp. 198–202; Kwame Gyekye, 
“Person and community in African thought,”  Person and Community , ed. Wiredu and Gyekye, 
pp. 113–21; Ramose,  African Philosophy Th rough Ubuntu , pp. 150–1; and D. A. Masolo, “Western and 
African communitarianism: a comparison,”  A Companion to African Philosophy , ed. Wiredu, esp. 
pp. 488–96. 
18   Walter Sisulu, quoted in Broodryk,  Ubuntu , pp. vii; see also pp. 1, 36–39. 
19   Tangwa, “Th e HIV/AIDS pandemic, African traditional values and the search for a vaccine in Africa,” 
p. 180; and Heidi Verhoef and Claudine Michel, “Studying morality within the African context,”  Journal 
of Moral Education,  26 (1997), 399. Note that such taking would not count as “stealing” since the person 
in possession of the item is presumably not its rightful owner in light of the other’s need for it. 
20   Augustine Shutte,  Ubuntu: An Ethic for the New South Africa  (Cape Town: Cluster Publications, 2001), 
pp. 27–8. 
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 conversation. Th e study noted that each group of sisters deemed the other 
morally lacking; the Germans judged the Africans insuffi  ciently diligent, 
while the Africans considered the Germans to objectionably care more about 
practical matters than about people. More generally, it is common among 
Africans, more so than among Westerners, to think that one has some moral 
obligation to engage with one’s fellows and to support the community’s way 
of life. 21  Th is does not mean that African values forbid individuality, creativ-
ity or nonconformity, but it does mean that some weight in moral thinking is 
given to whether behaviour upsets communal norms. 22 

    L.    to fail to marry and procreate, as opposed to creating a family.    

  Many African people think there is some strong moral reason to extend 
familial relationships by fi nding a (heterosexual) spouse and having children. 23  
Polygamy is often permitted, and indeed welcomed, because of its eff ective-
ness at generating more children than monogamy would. 24  Th e point is not 
merely that, having wed, one is morally obligated to keep one’s vows, or that, 
having had children, one is obligated to ensure they are well cared for; these 
norms are of course quite widespread in Western societies. Th e point is rather 
the stronger claim that one has some obligation to wed and procreate in the 
fi rst place, a view that is much less common in the West. 

 We now have twelve fi rm moral intuitions, six both Western and African 
and six more African than Western, by which to evaluate moral theories in 
the rest of this essay. I seek to discover a principle that both entails and well 
explains all twelve. Th e fi eld is not yet aware of such a principle, and it is my 
task in the rest of this chapter to fi nd one. 

 More specifi cally, I make it my task to fi nd a principle that captures all of 
the commonsensical moral judgments outlined above and that is fundamen-
tally secular. Th ere is debate about the respects in which religion and morality 
relate to each other in African thinking, with some arguing that religion is 

21   John Mbiti, the infl uential scholar of African thought, makes this point and is approvingly cited in 
Dzobo, “Values in a changing society,” p. 229. 
22   Th e standard objection to African ethics is that it is overly restrictive of individual liberty, sometimes 
called the “dark side” of  ubuntu . For discussion, see Dirk Louw, “ Ubuntu  and the challenges of multicul-
turalism in post-apartheid South Africa,”  Quest,  15 (2001), esp. pp. 19–26. 
23   Dzobo, “Values in a changing society,” pp.  227, 233; Wiredu, “Moral foundations of an African 
Culture,” p.  205; Godfrey Tangwa, “Bioethics: an African perspective,”  Bioethics,  10 (1996), 194–5; 
Bénézet Bujo,  Foundations of an African Ethic: Beyond the Universal Claims of Western Morality , trans. 
Brian McNeil (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 2001), pp. 6–7, 34–54. 
24   Ramose, “Th e ethics of  ubuntu ,” p. 329. 
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foundational with respect to morality and others denying it. 25  Based on my 
familiarity with this literature, I think it is clear that at least many African 
societies are best interpreted as believing moral norms to be logically inde-
pendent of theism. And if I am correct below that reference to supernatural 
elements is unnecessary to account well for the twelve intuitions, then this 
essay may be read as supporting such an interpretation. However, I am not 
out to defend an anthropological representation of the nature of African belief 
systems here; I instead  stipulate  that I seek to develop a moral theory that is 
non-religious at its base. I do so partly since I favour ethical naturalism on 
meta-ethical grounds, and partly since it is a suffi  ciently large and coherent 
project to critically analyze those accounts of  ubuntu  that make no reference 
at bottom to, say, ancestors or God (but that could account for the right way 
to relate to these spiritual beings, supposing they exist).  

       Ubuntu  as a Moral Theory 

 In this section, I point out that there are six competing theoretical interpreta-
tions of  ubuntu  to be found in the literature. I distinguish between them and 
argue that one promises to do much better than the other fi ve at accounting 
for all twelve of the intuitions canvassed in the previous section (which is not 
to say that I believe it is adequate as it stands). Here is the fi rst account of 
 ubuntu  as a moral theory:

   U1:     An action is right just insofar as it respects a person’s dignity; an act is wrong 
to the extent that it degrades humanity.    

 Th is principled rendition of  ubuntu  states that there is value intrinsic to some-
thing about human nature that demands honouring. It is inspired by some 
remarks of members of the South African Constitutional Court, which has 
on occasion appealed to the value of  ubuntu  when making legal decisions. For 
instance, Justice Yvonne Mokgoro remarks: “[H]uman rights derive from the 
inherent dignity of the human person. Th is, in my view, is not diff erent from 
what the spirit of  ubuntu  embraces.” 26  

25   Some key texts include J. N. Kudadjie, “Does religion determine morality in African societies?”  Religion 
in a Pluralistic Society , ed. J. S. Pobee (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1976), pp. 60–77; Wiredu, “Moral foundations 
of an African culture”; Kwame Gyekye,  An Essay on African Philosophical Th ought  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987); M. Akin Makinde, “African culture and moral systems,”  Second Order,  1 (1988), 
1-27; Gbadegesin, “Yoruba philosophy”; and Peter Kasenene,  Religious Ethics in Africa  (Kampala: 
Fountain Publishers, 1998). 
26   Justice Yvonne Mokgoro of the Constitutional Court of South Africa,  Th e State versus T Makwanyane 
and M Mchunu , para. 309. See also the remarks of Justice Langa in the same case, para. 225. 
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 One might suspect from the judge’s remarks that her conception of the 
dignity of humanity is Kantian, or in other words that she deems what is spe-
cial about human beings to be their capacity for free will or reasoned choice. 
However, Kantian respect for persons is a classically Western theory that cannot 
easily accommodate many of the African but not Western intuitions discussed 
above. In particular, if respect for humanity means respect for the capacity for 
autonomy, then the theory has diffi  culty accounting for the moral duties to 
prize reconciliation over retribution in criminal justice (H), to uphold tradi-
tion and rituals in civil society (K), or to procreate in the family (L). 

 Fortunately, there is another way to construe Justice Mokgoro’s remarks 
regarding respect for human dignity, namely, in terms of honouring human 
life. 27  Another African thinker, Godfrey Onah, thinks that such a principle 
grounds African values:

  At the centre of traditional African morality is human life. Africans have a sacred 
reverence for life….To protect and nurture their lives, all human beings are 
inserted within a given community….Th e promotion of life is therefore the 
determinant principle of African traditional morality and this promotion is 
guaranteed only in the community. Living harmoniously within a community 
is therefore a moral obligation ordained by God for the promotion of life. 28  

 While this conception of respect for human dignity is more African in fl avour 
than the Kantian conception, I submit that it also fails to account for several 
of the intuitions. If respect means treating human life as the most important 
intrinsic value in the world, then it cannot easily account for the wrongness of 
deceiving (C) and breaking promises (E), for such actions need not eradicate, 
impair or degrade life. In addition, it is unclear how respect for life provides 
reason to seek consensus when establishing policy (G) or to cooperate rather 
than compete when generating wealth (I). 

 In reply, the quotation from Onah suggests that communal harmony will 
have the function of protecting life, where lies, distrust, dissensus and compe-
tition would undermine community. 29  Th at might well be true for small-scale 
societies. If there were much confl ict in them, they would be much less eff ec-
tive at hunting, farming, rearing children and dealing with aggressive 

27   She says that “life and dignity are like two sides of the same coin. Th e concept of  ubuntu  embodies them 
both” ( Ibid ., para. 311). 
28   Godfrey Onah, “Th e meaning of peace in African traditional religion and culture” [ http://www.afrika-
world.net/afrel/goddionah.htm ]. See also Bujo,  Foundations of an African Ethic , esp. pp. 2, 52, 62, 66, 88; 
and Francis Deng, “Human rights in the African context,”  A Companion to African Philosophy , ed. 
Wiredu, pp. 499–508. 
29   Cf. Bujo,  Foundations of an African Ethic , p. 88. 
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 neighbouring groups. However, that is to posit a merely contingent relation-
ship between the protection of life, on the one hand, and truth-telling, 
promise- keeping, consensus-seeking and cooperating, on the other. In mod-
ern societies, for example, life is not threatened by the occasional or even 
somewhat common absence of such actions, and yet many Africans would 
fi nd them morally appropriate even in such a context. Th e principle of respect 
for life therefore fails to account for a number of core values associated with 
 ubuntu , leading me to consider another principle.

   U2:     An action is right just insofar as it promotes the well-being of others; an act is 
wrong to the extent that it fails to enhance the welfare of one’s 
fellows.    

 As opposed to the respect-based understanding of  ubuntu  in U1, U2 is a 
more utilitarian understanding. Something like it is a common interpretation 
in the literature, advocated by the renowned philosophers from Ghana, Kwasi 
Wiredu and Kwame Gyekye, both of whom conceive of African morality as a 
function of improving people’s quality of life. Wiredu speaks of “the harmo-
nization of interests as the  means , and the securing of human well being as the 
 end  of all moral endeavor,” and he is partial to the Golden Rule, while Gyekye 
mentions that “norms, ideals, and moral virtues can be said to include gener-
osity, kindness, compassion, benevolence, respect, and concern for others; in 
fi ne, any action or behavior that conduces to the promotion of the welfare of 
others.” 30  

 Th e problem facing this construal of  ubuntu  is the problem facing just 
about any welfarism: An exclusive focus on human well-being has notorious 
diffi  culties grounding constraints, for example, against stealing (D) or dis-
criminating (F) as means to the greater good, at least when done without the 
knowledge of those intuitively wronged. To avoid this problem, consider a 
theory that includes such constraints at a fundamental level.

   U3:     An action is right just insofar as it promotes the well-being of others without 
violating their rights; an act is wrong to the extent that it either vio-
lates rights or fails to enhance the welfare of one’s fellows without 
violating rights.    

30   Kwasi Wiredu, “Custom and morality: a comparative analysis of some African and western conceptions 
of morals,”  Cultural Universals and Particulars , p.  65; Gyekye, “Person and community in African 
thought,” p. 109. For other largely welfarist interpretations of African morality, see Tangwa, “Bioethics,” 
esp. pp. 189, 192; Polycarp Ikuenobe, “Moral education and moral reasoning in traditional African cul-
tures,”  Th e Journal of Value Inquiry,  32 (1998), 25–42; and Bewaji, “Ethics and morality in Yoruba 
culture.” 
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 Gyekye advocates this view, which he calls “moderate communitarianism,” 
when he says, “Even though in its basic thrust and concerns it gives promi-
nence to duties toward the community and its members, it does not—can-
not—do so to the detriment of individual rights whose existence and value 
it recognizes, or should recognize.” 31  Diff erent interpretations of the view 
will have diff erent accounts of the relevant rights and of what counts as their 
violation. 

 We need not specify which rights there are and what it is to violate them in 
order to know that this theory has diffi  culty accounting for all the intuitions 
at stake. In particular, consensus (G), cooperation (I) and tradition (K), which 
are  pro tanto  morally desirable from many an African perspective, can be inef-
fi cient as ways to promote human welfare. Much social science indicates that 
people’s quality of life—whether understood in terms of pleasurable experi-
ences, satisfi ed desires, met needs or objective functionings—is raised most 
eff ectively with majoritarianism in politics, labour and consumer markets in 
economics, and innovative and unconventional behaviour in civil society. Let 
us therefore consider a conception of the good other than well-being, which 
the next theory off ers.

   U4:     An action is right just insofar as it fosters self-realization by positively relating 
to others; an act is wrong to the extent that it does not perfect one’s 
valuable nature as a social being.    

 Th is is probably the dominant interpretation of African ethics in the lit-
erature. 32  Many thinkers take the maxim “a person is a person through other 
persons” to be a call for an agent to develop her personhood. Shutte, whose 
book I mentioned above, captures  ubuntu  this way:

  [T]he moral life is seen as a process of personal growth….Our deepest moral 
obligation is to become more fully human. And this means entering more and 
more deeply into community with others. So although the goal is personal ful-
fi lment, selfi shness is excluded. 33  

 And Mogobe Ramose, author of another useful book on  ubuntu , says that “to 
be a human be-ing is to affi  rm one’s humanity by recognising the humanity 
of others and, on that basis, establish humane relations with them….One is 

31   Gyekye, “Person and community in African thought,” p. 121. 
32   In addition to quotations in the text from Shutte and Ramose, see Gyekye,  An Essay on African 
Philosophical Th ought , pp.  156-57; Mokgoro, “ Ubuntu  and the law in South Africa,” p.  3; Drucilla 
Cornell and Karin van Marle, “Exploring  ubuntu : tentative refl ections,”  African Human Rights Law 
Journal,  5 (2005), 206; and perhaps Bujo,  Foundations of an African Ethic , pp. 87–94. 
33   Shutte,  Ubuntu , p. 30. 
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enjoined, yes, commanded as it were, to actually become a human being.” 34  
Instead of others’ welfare being the relevant good for a moral agent to pro-
mote, here it is the realization of one’s distinctively human and valuable nature, 
specifi cally, one’s special ability to engage in communal relationships. One is 
reminded of the young Marx’s views 35  and, of course, ultimately of Aristotle’s. 

 Th is theory will vary depending on how our social nature or capacity for 
communion gets cashed out. As with the previous theory, however, we do not 
need to specify the present one in order to become aware of serious problems. I 
submit that its fundamental emphasis on self-realization has counter- intuitive 
implications. Suppose that you need a new kidney to survive and that no one 
will give one to you. Th en, to maximize your self-realization, you would need 
to kill another innocent person so as to acquire his organs. Of course, in killing 
you would not be realizing yourself, for the theory says that to realize yourself 
you must do so by positively supporting other persons in some way. However, 
since you can positively support other persons  in the long term  only by remain-
ing alive, which in this case requires killing another person, the theory counter-
intuitively seems to permit murder for one’s own benefi t (A). 

 A straightforward way to resolve this problem would be to build constraints 
into the theory, so that an act is right if and only if it develops one’s social 
nature without violating the rights of others. Th at manoeuvre avoids the 
counter-example. However, this version of the self-realization theory still faces 
the problem that it can never permit, let alone require, giving up one’s life for 
others (J), even for one’s children, 36  since one’s self-realization would thereby 
end. 37  At this point, the friend of  ubuntu qua  self-realization must argue that 
sacrifi cing one’s life for another person would be such a high “spike” in the 
expression of one’s communal nature that one could not express more of it if 
one were instead to stay alive. 38  

 One can obviously question whether killing oneself when necessary to 
help others is invariably a way to maximize the realization of one’s communal 
nature. However, I shall grant the claim, which, if true, probably enables the 
present theory to  entail  all the intuitions I have laid out. I now question the 

34   Ramose,  African Philosophy Th rough Ubuntu , p. 52. 
35   See especially the infrequently read fragment “On James Mill,”  Karl Marx: Selected Writings,  ed. David 
McLellan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), pp. 114–22. 
36   Consider Tangwa’s remark about his people from Cameroon: “Every Nso’ person would prefer his/her 
own death to that of his/her child” (Tangwa, “Bioethics,” p. 194). 
37   Assuming, as I do, a naturalist interpretation of the self-realization theory, something neither Shutte 
nor Ramose does. 
38   Th is is the way that Aristotle deals with the problem, according to Erik Wielenberg, “Egoism and 
 eudaimonia -maximization in the  Nicomachean Ethics ,”  Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy,  26 (2004), 
277–95. 
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theory’s ability to provide an attractive  explanation  of them. If I ask why I 
should help others, for example, this theory says that the basic justifi catory 
reason to do so (though not my proper motive for doing so) is that it will 
help  me  by making me more of a  mensch  or a better person. However, a better 
fundamental explanation of why I ought to help others appeals not to the fact 
that it would be good for me, or at least not merely to this fact, but to the fact 
that it would (likely) be good  for them , an explanation that a self-realization 
ethic by defi nition cannot invoke. Note that one can agree that acting for the 
sake of others is either constitutive of, or a means to, one’s own good without 
holding, as per the present theory, that it is one’s own good that has funda-
mental moral worth. 

 Before turning to the remaining two accounts of  ubuntu  as a moral the-
ory, notice that the above four ground morality on something internal to the 
individual, whether it be her life (U1), well-being (U2), rights (U3) or self- 
realization (U4). A diff erent understanding of the morality of  ubuntu  includes 
the idea that moral value fundamentally lies not in the individual, but rather 
in a  relationship  between individuals. Th e distinction here is similar to that 
between individualism and holism in environmental ethics. One might 
morally value something about animals as they are in isolation (capacity for 
pleasure, subject of a life), on the one hand, or as being members of certain 
groups (species, ecosystems), on the other. Similarly, one might morally value 
something about people as they are in themselves or as being part of, or at 
least capable of, certain relationships. Th e idea that relational properties of 
some kinds have basic moral status is not often found in Anglo-American 
or Continental normative theory, 39  but it is well worth considering. It is a 
banality to say that dominant Western moral views are “individualistic” and 
African ones are “communitarian,” and so it is odd that the most common 
theoretical interpretations of  ubuntu , which I have explored above, are all 
more the former than the latter. Let us now consider some properly commu-
nitarian renditions of  ubuntu . 

    U5:     An action is right just insofar as it is in solidarity with groups whose survival 
is threatened; an act is wrong to the extent that it fails to support a 
vulnerable community.    

 One of the fi rst and most cited books on  ubuntu  advocates this under-
standing of the basic idea. Its authors say, “Ubuntu is…a concept of broth-
erhood and collective unity for survival among the poor in every society,” 

39   Th e closest one gets is the ethic of care and certain strains of communitarianism, far from dominant 
views these days. See the next section for a brief contrast between the favoured conception of  ubuntu  as a 
moral theory and these Western views. 
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and “Disadvantaged groups anywhere in the world survive through collective 
consciousness and collective unity on all survival issues such as liberation, rent 
boycotts, strikes and mass actions. Th e authors of this book refer to this as the 
 solidarity principle  or  ubuntu.”  40  

 Th is understanding of  ubuntu  is obviously too narrow to be an acceptable 
moral theory. For one, it prescribes actions only to certain agents, the desti-
tute, and not to others. And even if it were broadened to include all agents 
(which U5 does), it would still be too limited for prescribing to them the 
single end of survival, or, again more broadly, fl ourishing. Surely not every 
right action is one likely to realize the end of improving the lot of the worst-
off . For instance, keeping one’s promises (E), seeking consensus in political 
choice (G), engaging in communal rituals (K) and raising a family (L) are, for 
many sub-Saharan Africans, morally commendable even when they lack the 
function of fi ghting poverty. What is needed is a broader notion of the sort of 
relationships that morally matter.

   U6:     An action is right just insofar as it produces harmony and reduces discord; an 
act is wrong to the extent that it fails to develop communion.    

 Th is, I submit, is the most promising theoretical formulation of an African 
ethic to be found in the extant literature, although, as I indicate below, I 
believe its consequentialist structure is unattractive and ultimately needs to be 
revised. Tutu expresses it in the following characterization of  ubuntu :

  Harmony, friendliness, community are great goods. Social harmony is for us the 
 summum bonum —the greatest good. Anything that subverts or undermines this 
sought-after good is to be avoided like the plague. Anger, resentment, lust for 
revenge, even success through aggressive competitiveness, are corrosive of this 
good. 41  

 As opposed to well-being or self-realization, this account of  ubuntu  posits 
certain relationships as constitutive of the good that a moral agent ought to 
promote. “What is right is what connects people together; what separates 
people is wrong.” 42  

40   Lovemore Mbigi and Jenny Maree,  Ubuntu: Th e Spirit of African Transformation Management  
(Randburg: Knowledge Resources, 1995), pp. 1, 58. 
41   Tutu,  No Future Without Forgiveness , p. 35. 
42   Verhoef and Michel, referring to the work of John Mbiti, in “Studying morality within the African 
context,” p. 397. Commenting on the practices of the G/wi people of Botswana, George Silberbauer says, 
“[T]here was another value being pursued, namely the establishing and maintaining of harmonious rela-
tionships. Again and again in discussion and in general conversation this stood out as a desired and 
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 Th is account of  ubuntu  has the potential to account for all the intuitions 
addressed here, but not particularly well as it stands, for it is too vague. Th ere 
are many respects in which the fundamental requirement to promote har-
mony and to prevent discord could use clarifi cation and specifi cation, a num-
ber of which I discuss in the conclusion. I have the space in the body of 
this chapter to address only one crucial way in which the norm is imprecise, 
namely, the issue of what constitutes harmony or togetherness. “Harmony” 
does not refer to any musical output, and “connecting people together” does 
not denote putting everyone in linked chains. In the following section, I seek 
to make the metaphors less metaphorical. After doing so, I return to the intu-
itions and illustrate how well this theory does at accounting for them, relative 
to the rivals rejected above.  

     Developing the Favoured Account 

 In this section, I aim to answer the question of what harmony or togetherness 
is, so that the prescription to promote it is better understood. Again drawing 
on the literature on African ethics, I note that there are three analytically dis-
tinct ways it has been or reasonably could be understood. One understanding, 
I argue, is  prima facie  more attractive than the other two, and it enables the 
theory inspired by Tutu’s remarks to account for commonsensical African 
moral judgments better than other theories suggested by the literature.

   H1:     Shared Identity.    

 One thing “harmony” and “togetherness” might essentially involve is a com-
mon sense of self, which includes at least the following analytically distinct 
conditions. 43  First, a given individual conceives of oneself as part of a group. 
You refer to yourself in the fi rst person plural, including yourself in a “we.” 

 Second, the group that you consider yourself a member of also considers 
you to be a member of it. So, others in the “we” you refer to also include you 
in their “we.” You can hardly claim to share identity with the Zulu people 
merely on the basis of saying things like, “We Zulus need to stick together.” 
Self-described Zulus must also consider you Zulu. 

 Th ird, people share identity when they have common ends, if not also the 
same motives or reasons that underlie them. It is logically possible to be part 

enjoyed end in itself, often as the ultimate rationale for action.” See his “Ethics in Small-Scale Societies,” 
 A Companion to Ethics,  ed. Peter Singer (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1991), ch. 2. 
43   Th is interpretation of harmony is inspired by some of Gyekye’s remarks about what counts as a com-
munity in “Person and community in African thought,” p. 320. 
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of a group that does not do anything, but the relevant sort of group under 
consideration here is one that has some projects. 

 Fourth and fi nally, shared identity consists of people in the group coordi-
nating their activities in order to realize their ends, even if they do not use the 
same means or put forth the same amount of eff ort. 

 Families, clubs, churches, schools, fi rms and nations are instances of shared 
identity. Th e greater the common sense of self, the more people think of 
themselves in terms of their group membership, the more ends they share and 
cooperatively advance, the higher they rank these ends, the more they share 
the same reasons for adopting these ends, and the more they will sacrifi ce to 
achieve these ends. Th e opposite of shared identity is division, a matter of 
defi ning oneself in opposition to others, others defi ning themselves in opposi-
tion to one, and one adopting ends that confl ict with those of others or involve 
subordinating them. Enemies on a battlefi eld are clearly divided in this way. 44  

 While a shared identity might ground some duties of loyalty, it is hard to 
see how it could be very morally important in itself. After all, members of the 
former South African Nationalist Party that enforced apartheid had a com-
mon sense of self. One surely has no duty to promote such a group if one is 
not a member. And if one is a member, though one might owe some fi delity 
to other members, there is in all likelihood a much stronger duty to try to dis-
solve the group (and not merely because the group fails to promote the shared 
identity of others outside the group). Th erefore, let us consider a diff erent sort 
of harmony, one more worth promoting from a moral point of view.

   H2:     Good-will.    

 Another thing that “harmony” might mean is a certain caring or support-
ive relationship. 45  One has a relationship of good-will insofar as one: wishes 
another person well (conation); believes that another person is worthy of help 
(cognition); aims to help another person (intention); acts so as to help another 
person (volition); acts for the other’s sake (motivation); and, fi nally, feels good 
upon the knowledge that another person has benefi ted and feels bad upon 
learning she has been harmed (aff ection). In the model case, there are certain 
causal relationships that obtain among these pro-attitudes; for example, the 
intention is partially responsible for bringing about the volition. 

44   Are competitive sports teams also divided? Teams are usually part of an umbrella association (e.g., 
FIFA), and they coordinate their activity to realize the common ends of entertaining the public or dem-
onstrating skill, which would arguably put them on the “shared identity” side of things. Even so, I accept 
that the present account of harmony and discord is open to more tightening. 
45   Th is understanding of community comes to mind from Wiredu’s discussion of the “empathetic harmo-
nization of human interests” (“Custom and Morality,” p. 64). 
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 Examples of good-will include nursing, teaching and charity work. Th e 
greater the good-will, the stronger the desire that others benefi t, the fi rmer 
the belief they are worthy of it, the higher the ranking of one’s end of helping 
others, the larger the sacrifi ce on others’ behalf, and the greater the empathy 
with their fl ourishing or injury. Th e opposite, ill-will, would consist of out-
right sadism and  Schadenfreude . 

 Good-will and shared identity are logically distinct types of relationship. 
First off , there are cases of shared identity without good-will. Th ink about the 
relationship between management and workers in a fi rm. Th ere is little or no 
good-will there—workers do not typically work for the sake of management, 
after all—but both sides would readily think of themselves as part of a larger 
group that is involved in joint projects (e.g., “We’re MTN”). 

 Conversely, there can be cases of good-will without shared identity. For 
a fantastic case, think about two people who do not know each other, who 
are in diff erent rooms and who are unable to communicate. When person 
A presses a button in his room, he thereby benefi ts person B (perhaps B is 
brought a tasty meal or learns that money has been deposited into his bank 
account), and, likewise, when B presses his button, A benefi ts. Imagine that 
A learns of the benefi cial eff ects on B, but that B does not know they come 
from A; and suppose B knows how his button pressing aff ects A, but A does 
not know that B is responsible for his good fortune. Finally, imagine that both 
parties press their buttons repeatedly. Th is case is an instance of solidarity 
without identity, of anonymous do-gooding. We imagine that the parties care 
for each other, but that the parties neither think of themselves as a “we” nor 
coordinate their behaviour to achieve common ends. 

 Good-will without shared identity has more moral value on the face of it 
than does shared identity without good-will. If we had to choose between 
promoting relationships of solidarity or identity, solidarity would usually win. 
However, we need not often choose between them, and the most attractive 
sort of harmonious relationship to promote is surely one that includes both.

   H3:     Th e Combination of Shared Identity and Good-will.    

 While good-will without shared identity is morally more valuable than the 
converse, it is better still with shared identity. A condition in which individu-
als anonymously help each other is less desirable than mutually recognizing 
members of a group who care for one another. Such a communal relationship 
is perhaps what Mokgoro has in mind when she says of  ubuntu  that “har-
mony is achieved through close and sympathetic social relations within the 
group,” 46  and when Segun Gbadegesin says, “Every member is expected to 

46   Mokgoro, “Ubuntu and the law in South Africa,” p. 3. 
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consider him/herself an integral part of the whole and to play an appropriate 
role towards achieving the good of all.” 47  To be close to others or to be part of 
the whole is reasonably understood as sharing an identity, whereas to be sym-
pathetic or realize the well-being of others is to have good-will. Th e combina-
tion of the two conditions is what I deem to be the most attractive conception 
of harmony—or a broad sense of “love.” A loving or friendly relationship is a 
 prima facie  attractive moral value and is the good that, I show below, promises 
to account for all the relatively uncontroversial intuitions. 

 Analogies are often drawn between the sort of society many Africans value 
and an extended family, particularly by post-colonial independence leaders 
such as Julius Nyerere. Now, the attractive sort of family is one in which peo-
ple are loving, that is, they have a common sense of self and act for one anoth-
er’s sake. Conceiving of harmony in terms of love or friendliness therefore 
makes good sense of the analogy. In addition, although the requirement to 
promote harmony has a basic teleological structure that is familiar in Western 
ethics, its holistic conception of the good to be promoted diff ers from what 
is predominant there, typically either pleasure, preference satisfaction, need 
fulfi lment, autonomy or self-development. As noted above, African thought 
is often characterized as “communitarian,” which the present theory captures 
markedly better than its rivals. Placing basic moral value in a loving relation-
ship between people, or perhaps in their capacity for it, is more relational 
than putting it in an individual’s life (U1), well-being (U2), rights (U3) or 
self-realization (U4), even if these latter views entail that individuals ought to 
sacrifi ce much for the sake of others. Note that the moral injunction to pro-
duce harmony  qua  the combination of identity and solidarity is relational in 
a way that diff ers from the most infl uential forms of holism in contemporary 
Western ethics. It is less relativist than, say, the views of those communitarians 
who think that the norms of a particular community are binding on those 
who are born into it, 48  and it is more impartial than the views of certain care 
ethicists who believe that one’s extant relationships alone have moral status. 49  

 I am now in a position to enrich U6, the terse statement that directs agents 
to produce harmony:  An action is right just insofar as it promotes shared iden-
tity among people grounded on good-will; an act is wrong to the extent that it 
fails to do so and tends to encourage the opposites, relationships of division and 

47   Gbadegesin, “Yoruba philosophy,” p. 131. 
48   See, for example, Michael Sandel’s notion of “encumbered selves” in  Liberalism and the Limits of Justice  
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 
49   For instance, Nel Noddings once thought that there is “no command to love” and hence no duty to aid 
strangers since one lacks any caring relationship with them. See  Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and 
Moral Education  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984). 
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ill-will.  While this principle still needs clarifi cation and refi nement in many 
respects, which I take up in section “ Conclusion: Topics for Future Work ”, 
it is less vague and metaphorical than the initial statement. Furthermore, I 
submit that it is intelligible enough to see that, of the six theoretical accounts 
of  ubuntu  discussed in section “  Ubuntu  as a Moral Th eory ”, this one best 
accounts for the twelve intuitions from section “ Clarifi cation of the Project ”. 

 Recall that both Westerners and friends of  ubuntu  equally hold the follow-
ing to be wrong: (roughly) killing, raping, lying, stealing, breaking promises 
and discriminating. On the face of it, these are rather unloving actions. More 
specifi cally, these actions do not involve shared identity; they include neither 
activity coordinated to realize shared ends nor any “we-ness.” Furthermore, 
the actions do not involve good-will, for they tend to reduce people’s quality 
of life and are far from a matter of acting for the sake of others. 

 Of course, there will conceivably be instances in which one of these discor-
dant actions performed in the short term could produce a greater harmony in 
the long term, and the teleological nature of Tutu’s quotation about  ubuntu , 
as it stands, would seem to recommend so acting. I do think this theory needs 
deontological restrictions built into it. 50  Th e theoretically neatest way to do 
so would be to forbid the use of division and ill-will to promote identity 
and solidarity, a more elegant solution than Gyekye’s  ad hoc  combination of 
rights and utility (U3). I do not have the space here to fl esh out this proposal 
and to ascertain whether it captures all fi rm intuitions about the aptness of 
deontological constraints. 51  I merely note that, unlike the other fi ve theories, 
the present one—at least with restrictions of some kind— best  accounts for 
the intuitions more or less equally shared by Africans and Westerners. For 
instance, it does not entail the odd conclusions that deception has no  pro 
tanto  moral wrongness when it does not degrade life (U1), or that racial dis-
crimination is a permissible means to producing happiness (U2), or that kill-
ing others is permissible if necessary to survive (U4), or that promise-breaking 
is permissible if it does not aff ect the worst-off  (U5). 

 Now recall that many friends of  ubuntu,  but comparatively fewer 
Westerners, uncontroversially fi nd the following to be morally impermissible 
to some degree: decision-making in the face of dissensus, primarily retributive 
punishment, intensely competitive economics, a rights-based allocation of 
wealth, isolation from a society’s way of life, and failure to procreate through 

50   As does Tutu, or one of his intellectual biographers. See Michael Battle,  Reconciliation: Th e Ubuntu 
Th eology of Desmond Tutu  (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 1997), p. 52. 
51   I have undertaken this work in several papers published since this article fi rst appeared. See, for exam-
ple, Th addeus Metz, “African Values and Human Rights as Two Sides of the Same Coin”,  African Human 
Rights Law Journal , 14 (2014), 306–21. 
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marriage. Let us consider how my interpretation of Tutu’s injunction to pro-
duce harmony and reduce discord accounts for these judgments. 

 First off , in the political realm, the most intense sort of shared identity 
would be one in which all people have come to an agreement—have become 
of one mind—about major laws. Not only is unanimous decision-making con-
stitutive of shared identity, it is likely to promote both shared identity and 
good-will in the long run more than majoritarianism since the minority would 
feel less excluded from the political process. 52  And when it comes to dealing 
with those who have broken laws, the outcome-based nature of  ubuntu  cannot 
ground a retributive theory of punishment, which takes the proper amount 
of punishment to be fi xed by past facts about the crime. To punish merely 
because a wrong was done and in proportion to it is by defi nition not to punish 
in order to promote the end of good-will, let alone shared identity. 

 In the economic arena, to compete with fellow citizens in labour and con-
sumer markets with an eye to maximizing self-interest is of course not to act 
for the sake of others, and hence is not an instance of good-will. Th at is so, 
even if “invisible hand” eff ects turn out to be indirectly benefi cial for society. 
 Ubuntu  so understood also clearly rules out miserliness when it comes to 
distributing wealth; its good-will element prescribes generosity, forbidding a 
stingy reference to individual rights to keep goods regardless of whether they 
are unneeded by the possessor and others need them. 

 Finally, the shared identity condition of harmony naturally accounts for 
the remaining intuitions regarding culture and family. Upholding traditions 
and participating in rituals is one important way to identify with others, or in 
other words to think of oneself as a member of a group and to engage in joint 
projects. Isolating oneself does not help one to do these things. And creating 
new human beings enables one to expand the range of and to intensify a com-
mon sense of self, to enlarge the scope and depth of a “we.” 

 In sum, upon understanding the prescription to produce harmony in terms 
of the requirement to promote identity and solidarity, or a broad sense of 
“love,” accounting for the twelve intuitions is a fairly straightforward matter. 
Before concluding, I provide very brief comparisons between my interpreta-
tion of Tutu’s  ubuntuist  theory and its rivals, with an eye to suggesting reasons 
why people might have gone astray in fi nding the rivals attractive. Th ey all 
have a kernel of truth that U6 arguably best captures while avoiding their 
problems. Consider, fi rst, the view that  ubuntu  is fundamentally a matter 
of reverence for human life (U1). Valuing human life, or thinking of oth-
ers as worthy of fl ourishing, is of course part of loving others or promoting 

52   As Wiredu argues in  Cultural Universals and Particulars , pt. 4. 
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harmony, but it does not exhaust it, while the broader value is needed to 
account for a much larger array of duties. Next, think about  ubuntu  in its 
welfarist interpretations (U2 and U3). Harmony, which includes good-will, 
often ends up realizing well-being, but on my interpretation of  ubuntu , well-
being is not the ground of moral rightness; instead, friendly relationships 
that tend to produce well-being (but that might ultimately fail to do so) have 
basic moral value. Now recall the common idea that  ubuntu  prescribes self-
realization through communal relationships (U4). What is largely doing the 
work in this view, I submit, is not the focus on self-realization, but rather 
the communal relationships. Focusing on relationships, as opposed to self-
development, presents an interesting contrast to what is dominant in Western 
ethics, and in any event it better coheres with fi rm moral judgments about 
when, how and why to help others. Lastly, the idea of solidarity with groups 
whose survival is threatened is morally important (U5), but it is surely not the 
whole story about right action. Helping to protect the lives or ways of life of 
vulnerable populations is one way to promote shared identity and good-will, 
but it is not the only way.  

      Conclusion: Topics for Future Work 

 In sum, the most justifi ed normative theory of right action in the current 
literature that has an African pedigree is the requirement to produce harmony 
and to reduce discord, where harmony is a matter of identity and solidarity. 
I am aware that this theory is still incomplete and imprecise in many ways. 
I conclude by listing some questions that one can fairly pose with respect to 
refi ning it, questions that need to be addressed elsewhere in order to develop 
a more clearly adequate moral theory. 

 Must harmony be realized in order to do right? Suppose one performs an 
act that one reasonably expects will promote harmony but that happens not 
to. Has one acted rightly? Or suppose that one acts in a way likely to produce 
discord, but luckily it does not. Has one acted wrongly? 53  

 Must one always be part of the harmony promoted? Suppose one faces a 
choice of promoting a certain amount of shared identity and solidarity between 
oneself and others, on the one hand, or promoting a greater amount between 
others in one’s society (excluding oneself ), on the other. What is the morally 

53   According to John Mbiti’s classic study of African worldviews, “It is not the act in itself which would 
be ‘wrong’ as such, but the relationships involved in the act: if relationships are not hurt or damaged, and 
if there is no discovery of the break of custom or regulation, then the act is not ‘evil’ or ‘wicked’ or ‘bad.’” 
See his  African Religions and Philosophy,  2nd edn (Oxford: Heinemann Educational Books, 1989), p. 208. 
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right thing to do? Roughly, must one be as loving as possible in the long run, 
or must one instead be maximally producing of love in the long term? 

 May one ever promote harmony globally at the expense of the local? A large 
majority of writers on African ethics believe that, in general, “charity begins 
at home,” but what is the morally best understanding of “home”— lineage, 
family, existing harmonious relationships, spatial proximity or something 
else? And suppose one has a choice of promoting a certain degree of har-
mony among insiders (family, clan) or a greater degree of it among outsiders. 
Precisely where should one promote communion when one cannot promote 
it equally everywhere? 

 Is it even feasible to think of harmony at a global level? Is love necessarily 
partial? Or can and should one share identity with, and exhibit good-will 
toward, human beings in general? 54  

 What, if any, constraints are there on the way one may promote harmony? 
Suppose one can create harmony in the long term only by creating some lesser 
amount of discord in the short term. What is the right thing to do? Are there 
intuitively objectionable means of promoting the end of harmony that would 
not involve any discord at all? 

 After answering these questions, one could provide a complete statement 
of  ubuntu  as a theory of right action. Until then, it would be diffi  cult and 
perhaps somewhat unfair to compare the theory to long-standing Western 
theories. I nevertheless hope this essay has convinced the reader that the most 
promising way to construct a competitive African moral theory is to develop 
Tutu’s understanding of  ubuntu  in terms of a basic obligation to promote har-
monious relationships and to prevent discordant ones. Even without further 
development, the theory developed here is more African, precise and com-
plete than its rivals in the literature. 55      

54   As Tutu clearly thinks is warranted in  No Future Without Forgiveness , pp. 212–13. 
55   A close relative of this essay fi rst appeared in the Journal of Political Philosophy, 15 (2007), 321–41. 
For written comments on an earlier draft, I thank Robert Goodin, Stephen Kershnar, Dirk Louw, David 
Martens, Th omas Pogge, Augustine Shutte, Raymond Suttner and three anonymous referees for  Th e 
Journal of Political Philosophy . In addition, for oral comments, I am grateful to participants at the 
Conference on African Philosophy in the 21st Century held at the University of South Africa; the Annual 
Conference of the Philosophical Society of Southern Africa held at Rhodes University; the Ethics and 
Africa Conference held at the University of Cape Town; and a colloquium sponsored by the University 
of KwaZulu-Natal Philosophy Department. I am also indebted to students in ethics classes that I have 
instructed in the philosophy departments of the University of Johannesburg and the University of the 
Witwatersrand. Finally, I am appreciative that some of this work was supported by a  R esearch Promotion 
Grant from the University of the Witwatersrand Faculty of Humanities Research Committee. 
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         Introduction 

 A theory of knowledge is about the way we come to understand reality. It 
consists in how we acquire, articulate and justify our knowledge claims about 
reality. Against the notion that knowledge consists in the mind’s ability to 
accurately represent reality as espoused by traditional Western epistemology, 
the African theory of knowledge postulates a cultural and situated notion of 
knowledge. Th is postulation rests on the African ontological notion of real-
ity as a continuum in which both the subject, as the cognitive agent, and the 
object, as the cognized phenomenon, are part and parcel of the same reality. 
Th us, cognition goes beyond the object of cognition imposing itself on the 
consciousness of the cognitive agent; other variables, like environmental and 
social factors as well as the dispositions of the cognitive agent, play a role in 
the process of cognition or knowing. Th is paper describes research into the 
notion of African epistemology as that which is fi rmly based on the African 
ontological conception of reality, and it examines critically how African epis-
temology justifi es epistemic claims. Th e aim is to outline an African theory of 
knowledge. It is both expository and evaluative.  



    The African Cultural and Ontological Reality 

 Culture plays an important role in the mental understanding of reality, 
and “unless one is intimately familiar with the ontological commitments 
of a culture, it is often diffi  cult to appreciate or otherwise understand those 
commitments.” 1  Th erefore, it is important that we understand the African 
cultural and ontological conceptions of reality to enable us to understand the 
African approach to knowledge. 

 Central to traditional African thought is the idea that there are ancestral 
spirits whose intentions we can know. Ancestral spirits are individuals who 
once lived in our physical world. Th ough they are now physically dead, they 
are still capable of initiating actions on their own. Such actions have intended 
consequences on our physical world. Having knowledge of their intentions 
“provides grounds for understanding physical occurrences.” 2  Th is implies 
that for the African, there is more to reality than what is within the realm of 
empirical inquiry. 

 According to L.M. Brown, “[A] fundamental tenet of traditional African 
culture is that there is more to reality and to the realm of experience than 
that which is readily accessible through empirical inquiry, and that one can 
acquire an understanding of natural phenomena by appealing to experiences 
whose characterizations are not empirically confi rmable but are nonetheless 
warrantably assertible.” 3  Th e point here is that there are spiritual components 
of nature that infl uence human experience and perception. Th erefore, when 
a phenomenon is not readily explainable by empirical verifi cation, it can be 
explained by the causal effi  cacy of the spiritual components of nature. By 
“spiritual components of nature,” we mean incorporeal components that 
have consciousness. Th at means they have an awareness of nature as much as 
humans have. And they equally have the capacity to respond to perceptions. 

 Th is analysis by Brown represents the typical African ontological and 
cultural view of reality, which is fundamentally diff erent from the Western 
ontological and cultural view of reality. Th e fundamental teaching of Western 
culture is that science is the primary determinant of what is real and what is 
not real. Anything that cannot be confi rmed or supported by science is con-
sidered a metaphysical fantasy or mere superstition. Consequent upon this, 
many Western scholars view traditional African culture as based on myths, a 

1   L.M. Brown, “Understanding and Ontology in Traditional African Th ought” in Lee M. Brown, (ed.), 
 African Philosophy: New and Traditional Perspectives , (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2004), p. 160. 
2   Ibid., p. 158. 
3   Ibid., p. 159. 
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 metaphysical fantasy, or religious superstition. Th ey conceive African culture 
as lacking the grounding that Western culture claims to have. 

 Th is view of such Western scholars is biased because not all Western reli-
gion is supported by science, yet it is not considered a metaphysical fantasy or 
mere superstition. Rather, it is seen as “grounded in the literature, doctrines, 
dogmas ... revelations, and historical traditions that have shaped civil and 
political policies and norms.” 4  It gives meaning and purpose to the faith-
ful and motivates scientifi c inquiry and great art. “Moreover, it is grounded 
in a felt sense that the fundamental claims within its grounding literature, 
doctrines, and dogmas are true.” 5  Th us, Western religion has given Western 
civilization a moral structure on which human behaviours and interactions 
are guided and judged. 

 Amaechi Udefi , in reaction to the bias noted above, refers to such biased 
views as the “colonial myth on Africa.” Th is myth consists in the denial of 
rational thought, civilization, historical knowledge and so forth to Africa and 
Africans. Th e colonization of Africa by Europe was based on the ideologi-
cal framework that Western reason and civilization was superior to that of 
non-Western peoples and cultures, especially when that culture was African. 6  
Against this ideological framework, African scholars have risen in defence of 
the African rational, logical and analytic consciousness and thought patterns. 
Th is paper is a step in that direction.  

    The Nature of African Epistemology 

 According to Udefi , protagonists of African epistemology want to direct atten-
tion to the cultural embeddings of knowledge. Th is is against the ideological 
framework of European colonization that upholds and affi  rms the supremacy 
of Western reason over that of non-Western peoples and cultures. 7  Scholars 
like Léopold Senghor, Christopher Anyanwu, Innocent Onyewuenyi and 
others have argued that there is a distinctive African way of perceiving and 
reacting to the world. Th is is what constitutes African epistemology. 

 African epistemology deals with what the African means and understands 
when he makes a knowledge claim. Th is consists of how the African sees or 
talks about reality. Concerning how the African sees or talks about reality, 

4   Ibid. 
5   Ibid., pp. 159–160. 
6   Cf. A. Udefi , “Th eoretical Foundations for an African Epistemology” in R. A. Akanmidu (ed.),  Footprints 
in Philosophy , (Ibadan: Hope Publications, 2005), pp. 74–75. 
7   Ibid., p. 74. 
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Molefi  Asante writes that “there are several elements in the mind of Africa that 
govern how humans behave with regard to reality: the practicality of wholism, 
the prevalence of poly-consciousness, the idea of inclusiveness, the unity of 
worlds, and the value of personal relationships.” 8  Th ese constitute the ele-
ments of the African mind, they frame the African conception of reality, and 
they are the basis on which cognitive claims are made by the African. From 
the earliest times there was an underlying commonality in the African appre-
hension of the universe, environment, society and the divine. Th is is because, 
while the self remain real and the material are concrete for the African, both 
the self and the material remain interwoven by custom and tradition, with the 
latter based upon human correlativity. Th erefore, the African conceives reality 
as one large system in which personalism is expressed in concrete consubstan-
tiation of spirit. 

 Th e African theory of knowledge, like other epistemologies, is a social or 
cultural epistemology. It is an epistemology that is deliberately situated within 
a particular cultural context. When we talk about a phenomenon as being 
within a cultural context, we are talking about bringing it within the rational 
framework of the said cultural context; in this case, African culture. According 
to D.N. Kaphagawani and J.G. Melherbe, “[T]he way in which epistemic 
rationality and its related concepts are instantiated, ‘fi lled out’ as it were, the 
concrete content that they are given in terms of linguistic descriptions and 
social customs, varies a great deal from one cultural context to another.” 9  

 Th e body of knowledge, that is, the set of established facts that are accepted 
as true in the society, diff ers from one age to another. For instance, what 
would count as a good theory or a widely accepted or satisfactory explanation 
of a given phenomenon in traditional African society would diff er from that 
which would count as satisfactory in contemporary African society. Such a 
diff erence would be noticed in the methods of acquisition of knowledge as 
well as in the certifi cation or justifi cation of knowledge. 

 Since the social philosopher works within the framework of societies and their 
characteristics, it means he is interested in the habits and customs, religions, lan-
guages, belief systems, values, interests and preferred occupations of the people. 
Th us, “the social epistemologist … is concerned with the rational practices, val-
ues, institutions, etc. of a culture.” 10  Th ese rational practices consist in:

8   M. K. Asante,  Th e Egyptian Philosophers: Ancient Voices from Imhotep to Akhenatem,  (Chicago, Illinois: 
African American Images, 2000), p. 2. 
9   D. N. Kaphagawani and J. G. Malherbe, “African Epistemology” in P. H. Coetzee and A. P. J. Roux, 
(ed.),  Th e African Philosophy Reader , (London: Routledge, 1998), p. 207. 
10   Ibid., 210. 
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    i.    Th e well-established general beliefs, concepts and theories of any particular 
people in various fi elds, such as medical science, religion, child-rearing, 
agriculture, psychology and education.   

   ii.    Th e favoured ways usually institutionalized in the society of acquiring 
new knowledge and evaluating accepted fact, science being a prime exam-
ple of such an institution.   

   iii.    Th e accumulated wisdom that is passed on to the youth in the form of 
proverbs, revered traditions, myths and folktales.   

   iv.    Th e language of an ethnic group, the single most important repository of 
a society’s accumulated knowledge.   

   v.    Customs and practices in the areas of religion and judicial procedure.   
   vi.    Th e accepted authorities (whether people, institutions or texts) on matters 

of knowledge and belief. 11     

  Th ese constitute the epistemic fi laments in the fabric of a culture. Th e ques-
tion is, how does African epistemology assess the beliefs and theories of tradi-
tional and contemporary African cultures? Th e question may be reformulated 
as, how do we decide what is rational in the context of African culture? Th is 
question is an inquiry into the application of the principles of rationality in 
the African context. 

 African epistemology is essentially and necessarily rooted in African ontol-
ogy. Th e epistemological view of the traditional African is in consonance with 
his metaphysics. It is within this context that we have a clearer understanding 
of Placide Tempels’ idea that true wisdom, which for him, is knowledge, is to 
be found in ontological knowledge. Ontological knowledge is the intelligence 
of forces in their hierarchy, their cohesion and interaction. 12  

 Epistemology is about the claims we make concerning the facts of our 
experience and these facts are always interpreted within certain assumptions, 
concepts, theories and worldviews. Th is shows that there is an important and 
necessary relationship between ontology and epistemology. Th is relationship 
enables us to recognize, understand and authenticate our cognitive claims. 
E.A. Ruch and K.C. Anyanwu put this very lucidly:

  We must know the basic assumptions, concepts, theories and worldview in 
terms of which the owners of the culture interpret the facts of experience. 
Without the knowledge of the African mind process and the worldview into 
which the facts of experience are to be fi tted both the African and European 
researchers would merely impute emotive appeals to cultural forms and behav-
iour suggested by some unknown mind. 13  

11   Ibid. 
12   Cf. P. Tempels,  Bantu Philosophy , (Paris: Presence Africaine 1969), p. 73. 
13   E. A. Ruch and K. C. Anyanwu, African Philosophy: An Introduction to the Main Philosophical Trends in 
Contemporary Africa , (Rome: Catholic Book Agency – Offi  ciumLibriCatholicum, 1984), p. 77. 
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   Th e philosophy of integration and principles of understanding, as well as the 
aesthetic continuum of the African cultural world, diff er signifi cantly from 
the Western world of ideas, especially when it comes to what constitutes 
trustworthy knowledge and reality. In classical African philosophy, there is a 
concrete existence of man and nature. African tradition talks about the two 
entities only in terms of conceptual numericality and not in terms of separate 
ontological existence. It is impossible for the African to separate man from 
nature. Th ey are sacredly united. In this unity they both participate in the 
same locus without being opposites. So, the African world is a unitary world, 
as against the analytical world of Western thought. 

 Since African ontology postulates a unitary world, traditional African 
epistemology does not attend to the problem of knowledge by dividing its 
domain into the rational, the empirical and the mystical. Th e three consti-
tute a single mode of knowing in both the intellectual and concrete divisions 
of reality. 14  Th erefore, while the Western scientifi c paradigm is laden with 
methodological and mathematical formulations, the traditional African para-
digm goes beyond the outer reaches of formal logic. It goes beyond logic and 
acknowledges the irreducible mystery of the transcendent. 

 Traditional African epistemology sees man and nature as one inseparable 
continuum. According to Ruch and Anyanwu, “[M]an and nature are not 
two separate independent and opposing realities but the one inseparable con-
tinuum of a hierarchical order.” 15  While we may accuse Western philosophy 
of intellectual dogmatism that permits a dualism of the subject and object, 
and Asian philosophy of monism in attempting to deny the reality of the 
material, African philosophy tries to avoid the embarrassment of both con-
cepts by seeking a central position for the ego (subject) in the cosmic scheme. 
In this way, subjectivism and objectivism do not constitute a problem for 
African epistemology. Th ey are both subsumed in the unity of existence. In 
this unity, the subject gets to know the object. Th is would not be the case if 
they were detached. 

 African epistemology does not demarcate between the epistemic sub-
ject and the epistemic object. Th e epistemic subject, which experiences the 
epistemic object, and the epistemic object, which is experienced, are joined 
together such that the epistemic subject experiences the epistemic object in a 
sensuous, emotive, intuitive, abstractive understanding, rather than through 
abstraction alone, as is the case in Western epistemology.  

14   Cf. Z. ‘b Nasseem, “African Heritage and Contemporary Life: An Experience of Epistemological 
Change”, in http”/ www.crvp.org/book/series02/11-2/chapter_i.htm , Retrieved on 28/05/2012. 
15   E. A. Ruch and K. C. Anyanwu, Op. Cit., p. 87. 
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    An African Theory of Knowledge 

 According to E.  Aja, “[T]he problem of knowledge in traditional African 
thought is that of ascertaining whether or not what is claimed as knowledge is 
actually knowledge rather than mistaken opinion, on the one hand, and the 
means or source of acquiring the knowledge, on the other.” 16  In his opinion, 
there is confusion between knowledge and the source of knowledge in African 
epistemology. Ruch and Anyanwu, however, seem to capture better the idea 
of knowledge in African epistemology:

  Knowledge, therefore, comes from the co-operation of all human faculties and 
experiences. “[Th e African] sees, feels, imagines, reasons or thinks and intuits all 
at the same time. Only through this method does he claim to have the knowl-
edge of the other. So, the method through which the African arrives at trustwor-
thy knowledge of reality … is intuitive and personal experience. 17  

   Knowledge comes from “the co-operation of all human faculties and experi-
ences (as man) sees, feels, imagines, reasons, or thinks and intuits all at the 
same time” (Ruch and Anyanwu, 1984).  18  Th ere cannot be knowledge of real-
ity if man detaches himself from reality. So the subject is always involved, see-
ing and thinking, as well as experiencing and discovering reality. Th is implies 
that experience is vital for the cognitive process. According to Z. Nasseem, 
“the cognitive process is not complete without the experiential.” 19  Th e self 
of the subject and the objective world outside the self are united as one in a 
relationship in which the self of the subject vivifi es and animates the objective 
world. 

 In the scheme of traditional African thought, the active self is dominant. 
Th eoretical and practical philosophy are not considered as autonomous, but 
rather as logically and metaphysically joined together in a single epistemo-
logical system. Th is means that the self or ego that theorizes and the world 
in which this theory takes place are bound together in a unitary worldview. 
Th ere is no sharp distinction between the ego and the world, or between the 
subject and the object. Where there is a confl ict, the self takes pride of place. 

 Th ere have been changes in contemporary times in the epistemological tra-
dition of African thought. Th ese changes have basically been in two modes:

16   E. Aja,  Elements of Th eory of Knowledge , Enugu: Auto-Century Publishing Co. Ltd., 1993), p. 75. 
17   E. A. Ruch and K. C. Anyanwu, Op. Cit., p. 94. 
18   Ibid. 
19   Z. ‘b Nasseem, Op. Cit. 
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    (i)    Th ose due to the internal dynamics of the thought system and only accen-
tuated by elements of acculturation; 

 and   
   (ii)    Changes brought about by the introduction of a paradigm alien to the 

ontological base of the African worldview. 20     

  It is also necessary to note that contemporary African philosophy or schol-
arship is generally characterized by:

    (i)    A continuous recession of the traditional into the distant past.   
   (ii)    A present characterized by lack of clarity.   
   (iii)    A future devoid of logical predictability.   
   (iv)    Absence of the certainty of the mystical.   
   (v)    Th e authority of the oracle. 21      

 Change has occurred that has opened up African traditional thought to 
a wider world of learning. Th is has activated an epistemological crisis as the 
movement of new methods of learning from one cultural area to the other has 
introduced two profound phenomena:

    (i)    Psychological violence, 
 and   

   (ii)    Literary revolution.
Th e literary revolution which came with colonialization exposed more 
African to Western education and literature within Africa and therefore, 
aff ected the cognitive content and structure of the African mind. Literacy 
demands that the African acquire a new way through which to perceive 
other worlds as well as his own world. Th e impact of this on African epis-
temology is that the African has lost his concept of a continuum between 
the subject and the object, while acquiring the other person’s subjectivity. 
Th e other person here is the new way through which he is forced to per-
ceive. Th erefore, the African has lost his concept of the “universe” and 
acquired a concept of a “multi-verse.” Unfortunately, this new concept, 
which he has adopted from the external, has no roots in his own ontologi-
cal and contingent constitution.    

  Th e African achieves knowing through imagination, intuition, feelings and 
abstraction; he therefore utilizes the oral traditions of music, folklore, myths, 

20   Ibid. 
21   Ibid. 
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proverbs and the like. With the literary revolution, the Western tradition 
dominated, with analytical, discursive and rigorous logic helping to open the 
African thought system to science. Th is opening was betrayed, however, by 
those who became scientifi cally exclusive. Th ey arrogantly denied that certain 
types of revelation, like intuition, could be epistemic mediums. Th is is where 
we group the African logical neo-positivist. 

 Peter Bodunrin, a member of this group, has maintained, consistent with 
his positivist orientation, that any argument in favour of African epistemol-
ogy must be convincing with regard to a basically African method of testing 
knowledge claims. In contrast, Andrew Uduigwomen argues that experi-
mentation is not the solution to disagreements regarding epistemic claims, 
especially in relation to perceptual knowledge. Th e traditional African would 
rather ask for the testimony of a third party to settle the diff erence. Th e point 
is that, while the main preoccupation in Western epistemology is the diff er-
ence between belief and knowledge, the African epistemologist is interested 
in the truth or falsity of the epistemic claim. Th is does not necessarily imply 
that the African epistemologist equates knowledge and belief, or that he is not 
interested in the diff erence between knowledge and belief, but that the truth 
as an objective condition for knowledge comes fi rst in the order of priority. 
According to Godwin Sogolo, the concern of the African when a claim to 
knowledge is made is mostly whether it is true or false. 

 Talking about truth and falsity, Peter Winch argues:

  Whether a statement is true or false will depend upon what it means. What it 
means … will depend upon how it is being used; how it functions as part of the 
form of life it belongs to. Th e notion then, of translating one form of life into 
the terms, concepts, preconceptions of another, does not make much sense. Th e 
way belief operates in a form of life is peculiar to that form of life. In particular, 
there is no reason to suppose that a statement true-to-them is translatable into a 
statement true-to-us; but if it is translatable into a statement true-to-us that 
does not show that it is false-to-them. One way or another, it makes no sense to 
talk of true or false  tout court . 22  

 Winch’s argument carries a form of relativism that suggests that truth or fal-
sity is culture-dependent. Th is implies that what is true or false depends on 
the paradigms, which include the linguistic conventions, of the given culture 
in which the claim is made. Th erefore, there is a denial by this argument of 
an extra-linguistic and universal concept of truth or falsity. Winch actually 

22   Cf. I. C. Jarvie,  Concepts and Society , (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972), p. 44. 
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regards the latter as “the ‘senselessness’ of trying to translate the truth proposi-
tions of one culture from the standpoint of another.” 23  

 Th e Azande claim to the existence of witchcraft, which incidentally is 
common to most, if not all, African cultures, supports Winch’s argument. 
According to Winch, the proof of truth or falsity of this claim can only be 
established within the context of the Azande culture. Th is will involve the 
application of the Azande conception of truth and what they mean when they 
say a statement is true. Th is implies that there are no independent standards 
or criteria of truth applicable to all cultures. Th is is not the same thing as say-
ing that no standard is applied; it simply means that the standard or standards 
applied by the Azande are non-comparable with those of other cultures. 

 Th is argument considers it an erroneous assumption to think that the 
Azande claim to the existence of witchcraft can be established to be true or 
false through experimentation and scientifi c reasoning. It is an erroneous 
assumption because, in the fi rst place, the claim itself is neither a scientifi c 
hypothesis nor dependent on scientifi c principles. 

 Like in most other African cultures, the Azande belief in the existence of 
witchcraft is tied to a whole form of life. Th erefore, it cannot be considered, 
analyzed or disputed outside the context of the form of life of which it is a 
part. If the part of the form of life to which a knowledge claim is made is to 
be judged true or false, it is to be done within the context of the whole form 
of which the given claim is a part. Th e culture is to appraise the truth or falsity 
of its own parts. 

 Winch’s argument does not go without criticisms; but as Sogolo affi  rms, 
“[A]ll in all, the various critics of Winch seem to concede to him as much as 
they reject in his thesis…[O]ne thing, however, stands obvious, namely: that 
Winch’s most violent critics are adherents of the correspondence theory of 
truth…” 24  So far, the correspondence theory of truth has failed to stand up to 
the massive attacks from rival theories, such as the coherence theory of truth. 

 Winch’s argument portrays an epistemological theory that is applicable to 
the thought system of most, and perhaps all, African cultures. It conceives 
of  knowledge more as a product of societal convention rather than an objec-
tivistic phenomenon. Th erefore, justifi cation of knowledge claims is to be 
within the context of the culture within which the knowledge claim is made. 
Attempts to fi nd justifi cation in one cultural context for a claim made in 
another would not only be senseless, but it would also fail to yield valid 
results, as the standards of both contexts may be incomparable. 

23   Cf. G. Sogolo,  Foundations of African Philosophy: A Defi nitive Analysis of Conceptual Issues in African 
Th ought , (Ibadan: University Press, 1993), p. 81. 
24   Ibid., p. 84. 
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 For the African, we can and we do know. How we come to know and what 
we come to know is subject to the context within which we know what we 
know. Every epistemic context is tied to the form of life of the cognitive agents 
within the given epistemic context. Th erefore, knowledge is situated, and this 
is what moderates the problem of scepticism in African epistemology. Th at 
the problem of scepticism is not a pronounced one in African epistemology 
does not mean that it is absent, but rather that it is not an issue of contention. 

 Scepticism in African epistemology pertains to particular epistemic claims, 
their formulations and truthfulness; it is defi nitely not about the possibility 
or impossibility or even the communication of knowledge. Th e reason why 
scepticism is not an issue of contention in African epistemology is the very 
fact that African epistemology is based on an African ontological conception, 
which makes no sharp distinction between the subject and the object. Such 
a unitary conception of reality aff ords the African the luxury of combining 
a representative realist view of the world with the common-sense argument 
against scepticism. Given, however, that African epistemology rests its justifi -
cation of knowledge claims within the context in which the claims are made, 
it would also have the problems that have confronted the various context-
dependent theories in Western epistemology.  

    The African Homo-cultural Theory of Justifi cation 
of Knowledge 

 I describe this theory of justifi cation as “homo-cultural” because it deals with 
human, cultural and environmental factors that come into play in our cogni-
tive experience. Th is theory thereby provides the template upon which our 
epistemic claims can be justifi ed. Justifi cation is ascribed to a belief in vir-
tue of the belief satisfying certain evaluative norms with regard to what a 
person ought to believe. Th e norms play the role of measuring the “correct-
ness” of a belief in relation to epistemic goals. Th ese goals include attaining 
truth and avoiding error. Justifi cation is pitched against the doubt that we 
can attain the kind of certainty that is traditionally taken to be involved in 
knowledge; it is the same as asking whether it is possible to guarantee our 
knowledge claims against scepticism. In Western epistemology, theories like 
foundationalism, coherentism, contextualism, reliabilism, and context-depen-
dency—fashioned after post-modernist ways of thought—have attempted to 
explain how our epistemic claims are justifi ed. African epistemology, akin to 
context- dependency and situated epistemology, tends towards the view that 
human and social-cultural factors necessarily interfere with infl uence human 
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u nderstanding and therefore help to defi ne rational certainty. As some schol-
ars have argued:

  Given that traditional epistemology is mistaken in seeking to establish fi xed and 
unshakeable criteria or foundations for evaluating the genuineness of knowl-
edge claims in terms which are remotely impersonal and indiff erent to the socio- 
cultural milieu where such claims are derived, we must return to a critical 
reconsideration of those primitive factors of human nature and his environment 
which we regard as ultimate grounds and justifi ers of human knowledge claims. 25  

 Th ese factors are (i) linguistic-conceptual schemes, (ii) human nature, (iii) 
socio-cultural values and interests, and (iv) customs and habits. Th ese factors 
do not determine the truth or falsity of our epistemic claims since they are 
conditions of our human existence, but they are the human additions to our 
claims, and “they work together in every culture to instil in the human mind 
the confi dent feeling that one knows.” 26  Although they may not be argued to 
constitute fi xed grounds for justifying human knowledge, these factors have 
universally fi xed contents. 

  Linguistic-Conceptual Scheme     Th is refers to the language habits of a given 
group, upon which the group builds its notion of the real world, consciously 
or unconsciously. As E.  Sapir argues, humans in societies live in distinct 
worlds, and not merely in one world with diff erent labels. For instance, the 
American lives in the American world as distinct from the African in the 
African world; they do not live in one world in which a geographical section is 
labelled America and another Africa. Within these distinct worlds, we see and 
hear and, therefore, experience reality, and we are predisposed by the habits 
of our communities or societies towards certain choices of interpretation. 27   

 Th e implication of this is that our specifi c knowledge claims are true or 
false depending on what the human society allows us to say through our 
linguistic-conceptual medium of communication. Th is notion is built on the 
observation that both the language and the modes of conception that enable 
a given society to comprehend the reality around it ultimately determine the 
society’s perceptual experience of reality. Winch expresses this fact when he 
argues that the truth or falsity of a statement is determined by what the state-

25   J. A. Aigbodioh, “Imperatives of Human Knowledge Illustrated with Epistemological Conceptions in 
African Th ought” in  Ibadan Journal of Humanistic Studies,  no.7, Oct. 1997, pp. 17–34, p. 20. 
26   Ibid. 
27   Cf. M. Hollis and S. Lukes (ed.) (1983), “Introduction” in  Rationality and Relativism , (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1983), pp. 7–8. 
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ment means. And what a statement means is in turn determined by how it 
is used as part of the form of life to which it belongs. Th erefore, language 
determines how we construe our experience, and it is the means by which 
we comprehend and evaluate truth and reality. It follows that our linguistic 
conventions and thought-forms condition truth and reality. Th is means that 
what is real and unreal depends on the paradigms and linguistic conventions 
of the culture that uses the concepts. 

 Within the African traditional system, for instance, we talk about witches 
and diff erent types of spirits. With particular reference to the people of Igarra 
in the northern part of Edo State in Nigeria,  ori,  which translates into “spirit- 
forces,” is associated with various types of natural phenomena, such as rocks, 
water, specifi c forests and trees. Th ese witches and spirits are claimed to exist, 
and they feature prominently in the people’s understanding of reality. Th e 
belief in the existence of witches and spirits is therefore an epistemic claim 
which is tied to a whole form of life and cannot be understood in isolation 
from the totality of the form to which it is tied. Th erefore, we cannot discuss, 
understand or grasp the meaning of  ori  within outside of the form of life or 
context that is native to the people of Igarra and expect to understand, appre-
ciate or accept the epistemic claim as true. 28  

 Th e truth and falsity of claims about the existence of metaphysical beings, 
such as witches and spirits among the Africans, cannot be determined by sub-
jecting the claims to standards of justifi cation other than the culture in which 
they are found. Th is means that we cannot deny or affi  rm the truth or falsity 
of such a claim by analyzing the claim from the point of view of Western 
scientifi c procedures, such as experimentation and logic. Th erefore, we admit 
that the truth-condition of a knowledge claim is contingent, to a large extent, 
on the prevalent manner of speaking in a cultural setting—for instance, on 
what the linguistic conventions are in a socio-cultural milieu. 29  

  Human Nature     Human nature refers to that which is specifi cally peculiar 
about the human person. It consists in the personal characteristics of the 
human person by which the individual or person is diff erentiated from other 
animals that are not human. Th ese personal characteristics may not be physi-
cally visible, but human emotions, persuasions, likes and dislikes, mind and 
intellect are nonetheless essential parts of the person.  

28   A. K. Jimoh,  Certitude and Doubt: A Study Guide in Epistemology , (Ibadan: Ebony Books and Kreations, 
2013), p. 213. 
29   Cf. J. A. Aigbodioh, Op. Cit., p. 22. 
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 Human nature plays a very important role in the construction of any viable 
theory of knowledge and has a conditioning infl uence on the extent to which 
we hold on to most of our entrenched beliefs. Personal human factors rein-
force in us the conviction of the truth of our epistemic claims. Sogolo argues, 
therefore, that human beings are endowed with emotional attitudes that allow 
them to not question the acceptance of certain kinds of beliefs. Th ese are 
beliefs that are either assimilated from their cultures or based on the associa-
tion of ideas within their cultural beliefs. Th is acceptance is reinforced by the 
psychological reaction of the individual to his personal experiences. Th is is, 
however, not a psychological defi ciency; it is part of what makes us human, 
and such inescapable human factors, like emotions, give us the certainty that 
our beliefs are justifi ed. 

 Some may object to this as a reasonable paradigm to justify what consti-
tutes knowledge on the basis that human nature is fl uid and fl exible. By fl uid 
and fl exible, I mean that our emotions, persuasions, likes and dislikes, and so 
forth can easily be swayed by contingent factors. In which case it would be 
unreasonable to depend on such unstable parameters to justify human knowl-
edge. While such an observation may be acceptable, it nonetheless does not 
diminish the eff ects and infl uences of our human nature on our perceptive 
and cognitive experience. For instance, Husserlian phenomenology advocates 
that we bracket our human nature to enable us to transcend the Kantian 
categories in our perceptive process so as to assess and cognize the object as it 
is. 30  However, while this makes sense theoretically, it is practically impossible. 
Th erefore, we must recognize and reckon with the role our human nature 
plays in our cognitive experience. 

  Interest, Habits and Socio-cultural Values     Values and interests are understood 
within socio-cultural contexts, and they play a vital role in our epistemic 
claims, especially in reference to the way we attribute truth-values to various 
propositions. Our epistemic claims are extensions of our social values, inter-
ests and preferences.  

 Th e traditional African system, for instance, has a holistic conception of 
health, which includes the physical and socio-psychological states and dis-
positions of a person. To be healthy is to be in total harmony with all the 
assailing forces, both material/contingent and spiritual, of the well-being of 
the person. Among the Igarras, for example, these forces include the vari-
ous spirits identifi ed above. On the other hand, to be ill, for the traditional 
African, is to be hungry, unemployed, lazy and so forth. In the view of Sogolo, 

30   A.  K. Jimoh,  An Introduction to Existentialism, Phenomenology, and Hermeneutics , (Ibadan: Ebony 
Books and Kreations, 2014), pp. 85–92. 
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health as a concept is socio-culturally determined. Within the context of our 
study, this implies that the truth or falsity of certain notions and concepts is 
determined by socio-cultural conceptions of such notions and concepts. In 
the above example of health, when you say someone is healthy, the African 
would understand that the person is in total harmony with the forces that 
assail the human being. Th is would be contrary to the Western notion of 
health as absence of a physical or psychological disorder, which excludes the 
socio- cultural dimension.  

    Conclusion 

 Knowledge claims among traditional Africans are not validated in objectivist 
terms, as required by rationalists and empiricists, but with regards to the hab-
its and customs of the people. 31  As human beings, we are naturally inclined to 
follow tradition. Whenever we do, the tradition itself is reinforced in us and 
we develop the habit of following it. Th is implies that neither  a priori  nor  a 
posteriori  reasons suffi  ce in the justifi cation of human knowledge. Ultimately, 
therefore, our epistemic or knowledge claims are justifi ed by the customs and 
habits that convince us of the truth or falsity of such claims. 

 Justifi cation in African epistemology is culture-bound and therefore 
context- dependent. Th e truth-value or falsity of our epistemic claims is ulti-
mately dependent on factors that are human, social and culture-based. An 
appraisal of the factors discussed above gives us a clear assessment of ratio-
nal certainty. African epistemologists should consider the role played by the 
human person and the society in establishing our knowledge claims. Th ere are 
no epistemic claims whose justifi cation rests wholly on the prescribed objec-
tivist terms of the rationalist and empiricist as seen in traditional Western 
epistemology. If the justifi cation of our knowledge claims is situated within 
social practices, we would no longer think of knowledge, truth and ratio-
nal certainty in abstract terms. Th erefore, there would be no need to study 
these concepts independent of the factors alleged as necessary conditions for 
human knowledge. 

 Th e fundamental diff erence between Western epistemology and African 
epistemology is found in the basic distinction between the cultural and onto-
logical conceptions of reality. While Western epistemology limits itself to 
the scientifi c method of abstraction and divides reality into the subjective 
and objective in consonance with Western ontology, African epistemology, 
in consonance with African ontology, conceives the world as a basic unity 

31   Cf. J. A. Aigbodioh, Op. Cit., p. 30. 
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and therefore sees reality as interwoven and connected. In this way, African 
epistemology is able to see beyond the issues of the distinction between 
knowledge and belief, the subject and the object, the noumenon and the phe-
nomenon, and appreciate the role and contributions of the human person, 
the environment and the society to our epistemic claims. Th is implies that 
in African epistemology, the domain of knowledge is not polarized between 
the doubts that assail our epistemic claims and the certitude that assures our 
claims. Rather, African epistemology concentrates on the truthfulness and 
falsity of our epistemic claims.     
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    9   
 Epistemic Insight from an African Way 

of Knowing                     

     Peter     A.     Ikhane    

         Introduction 

 Whether in the West or in Africa, the theory of knowledge is largely character-
ised by a focus on how the epistemic agent comes to know what is claimed to 
be known. In the West, the discourse is awash with talk of conditions that are 
necessary and suffi  cient for knowledge (as in traditional epistemology), and 
proposals that shift the discussion (as in alternate traditions) from the search 
for necessary and suffi  cient conditions for knowledge to, say, the context (as 
in social epistemology), the ‘meagre inputs’ (as in naturalised epistemology), 
and so on. Th e African discourse follows suit, albeit with analyses that take 
into consideration cultural dynamics as to what are considered the delineating 
features of such epistemology. Th is study takes a diff erent approach to the dis-
course. It does so by examining not what constitutes knowledge  per se , but the 
place of ignorance in the enterprise of epistemology, and it posits therefrom 
that ignorance conduces to knowledge as it delimits and defi nes what can be 
known. Th us, ignorance provides epistemic access to ‘what is’ via the articula-
tion of ideas regarding that which eludes and transcends human knowing. 

 My method of proceeding in this chapter does not approach the subject 
matter from the perspective from which knowledge is examined in traditional 
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epistemology; that is, the search for necessary and suffi  cient conditions for 
knowledge; neither do I intend to follow after the path of the ‘alternate tra-
ditions’. My intent is rather to retrieve an epistemic insight from an African 
way of knowing by reclining on the core of Timothy Williamson’s ‘knowledge 
fi rst’, as this represents, as closely as possible, how knowledge is perceived in 
the African way of knowing. To be sure, the core of Williamson’s ‘knowledge 
fi rst’ approach to epistemology is that knowing is a mental state—a  sui generis  
mental state which cannot be adequately understood by a combination of 
internal conditions, such as believing with justifi cation, or external condi-
tions, such as the environmental conditions that make belief true. According 
to him, this is because the concept ‘know’ indicates a unique mental state that 
undercuts the threat of circularity. 

 Th e African way of knowing here indicated is characterised by the phe-
nomenon of ignorance—that which is unknown and unknowable. Ignorance, 
in this sense, represents a conception of the notion that is predicated on the 
assumption that human ignorance will always constitute, and conduce to, 
human knowledge. Th is sort of ignorance is not a curable condition, as it 
describes an intrinsic part of the human condition, and we ought to espouse 
systems of thought that acknowledge ignorance as integral to the search for 
knowledge.  

    Ignorance and an African Epistemological 
Framework 

 With the understanding that epistemology is taken as the study of what 
knowledge is and how it is acquired, and that ignorance is a condition of the 
lack of some knowledge, the concepts would seem to be opposed. At best, it 
might appear that the concepts are related in the sense that epistemology is 
concerned with knowledge with the intent of eliminating ignorance. As such, 
ignorance is often taken as a gap in knowledge; an epistemic oversight 1  and 
something that could be remedied once it is noticed and the appropriate steps 
taken. Ignorance might seem to be an accidental by-product of the limited 
time and resources that human beings have to investigate and understand 
their world. While this type of ignorance does exist, it is not the only kind. 
Sometimes what we do not know is not a mere gap in knowledge, the acci-
dental result of an epistemological oversight. Th is, especially as argued by 

1   Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana,  Race and the Epistemologies of Ignorance , (New York: State University 
of New York Press, Albany, 2007), p. 1. 
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scholars like Charles Mills, is the case with racial oppression, wherein a lack of 
knowledge or an unlearning of something previously known is often actively 
produced for purposes of domination and exploitation. 

 Th e foregoing indicates that ignorance can be seen to have an instrumental 
dimension (as in the use of ignorance for racial domination in the discourse of 
the epistemology of ignorance), an attitudinal dimension (as seen in the atti-
tudes of those who display little or no care about what should be known), and 
a  statural  dimension (the sense in which ignorance is a phenomenon of the 
human condition arising from the inevitability of that which cannot be known). 

 Th e epistemology of ignorance represents an examination of the complex 
phenomena of ignorance by identifying diff erent and varied forms of igno-
rance, examining how they are produced and sustained, and determining 
what role they play in knowledge practices. In its traditional usage,  ignorance  
has a negative connotation as it describes a human condition that is undesir-
able. Be that as it may, the use of the term here is meant to suggest that ‘no 
matter how much humans discover about the natural world, knowledge will 
always be dwarfed by what we do not, should not, and cannot ever know’. 2  
In referring to the persistence of problems even with the advancement of 
human knowledge of the world, Robert Root-Bernstein has this to say:

  One can’t be content with existing knowledge because any long-standing prob-
lems are long-standing precisely because existing knowledge is inadequate to 
address them or caused the problems in the fi rst place. One must therefore 
address ignorance as well as knowledge so that we know what we need to dis-
cover or invent. But discovery and invention do not occur in a vacuum—they 
always build on previous knowledge. Th us, the purpose in focusing on igno-
rance is to build knowledge in light of what we both know and do not know. 
And the building of more knowledge will reveal new forms of ignorance, ad infi -
nitum. For me, knowledge and ignorance are the yin and yang of understand-
ing. You can’t have one without the other, and when they are out of balance, the 
world is in trouble. 3  

   It is pertinent to re-state at this point that there are various conceptualisations of 
ignorance. Th ere is, the kind of ignorance that may be said to be inherent. Th is is 
ignorance of all that we cannot know because of the nature of the human mind. 
We cannot, for example, know the whole of which we and our minds are parts. 

2   Bill Vitek and Wes Jackson, “Taking Ignorance Seriously,” in B. Vitek and W. Jackson (eds).  Th e Virtues 
of Ignorance , (Lexington, Kentucky: Th e University Press of Kentucky, 2008), p. 9. 
3   Bill Vitek and Wes Jackson, “Taking Ignorance Seriously,” in B. Vitek and W. Jackson (eds).  Th e Virtues 
of Ignorance , p. 9. 
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 Th e authors in the volume  Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance  examine the 
value of applying an epistemology of ignorance to issues of race, racism and 
white privilege. Ignorance in this sense is sometimes seen in cases where those 
who have the advantage refuse to allow the marginalised to know. Th is fi nds 
expression in, say, the nineteenth-century prohibition against black slaves’ 
literacy. It can also be seen in the ignorance of those who have the advantage 
in terms of injustice, cruelty and suff ering, such as obliviousness to racism 
and white domination. 4  It must be said, however, that ‘ignorance is not only 
a tool of oppression wielded by the powerful. It also can be a strategy for the 
survival of the victimized and oppressed, as in the case of black slaves’ feigned 
ignorance of many details of their white masters’ lives.’ 5  

 Another instance in the instrumental use of ignorance is noted in Charles 
Mills’  Th e Racial Contract  (1997). He argues:

  On matters related to race, the Racial Contract prescribes for its signatories an 
inverted epistemology, an epistemology of ignorance, a particular pattern of 
localized and global cognitive dysfunctions (which are psychologically and 
socially functional), producing the ironic outcome that whites will in general be 
unable to understand the world they themselves have made. 6  

   For Mills, the epistemology of ignorance is part of a white supremacist state 
in which the human race is racially divided into full persons and subpersons. 7  

 Th e insight drawn here is that tracing what is not known and the epis-
temics of such ignorance should be a key element of epistemological analyses, 
for it has the potential to reveal the role of ignorance in the construction of 
what is known and to provide a lens for the epistemic values at work in our 
knowledge practices. In the light of this and indicative of ignorance as  statu-
ral , which constitutes the indigenous African’s conception of knowledge, and 
is pertinent to the analysis African epistemology, is the claim that “[w]hat we 
see of the world is only a shiver of what’s  out there .” 8  Th is is such that there 
is much that remains unseen, even when we augment our sensual percep-
tion with tools for exploration, such as telescope and microscopes. “Like our 
senses, every instrument has a range. Because much of Nature remains hidden 
from us, our view of the world is based only on the fraction of reality that we 

4   Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana,  Race and the Epistemologies of Ignorance , p. 9. 
5   Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana,  Race and the Epistemologies of Ignorance , p. 8. 
6   Charles Mill,  Th e Racial Contract , (New York: Cornell University, 1997), p. 18. 
7   Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana,  Race and the Epistemologies of Ignorance , p. 4. 
8   Marcelo Gleiser,  Th e Island of Knowledge: Th e Limits of Science and the Search for Meaning , (New York: 
Basic Books, 2014), p. xiii. 

140 P.A. Ikhane



can measure and analyze.” 9  And so, what we call ‘real’ is contingent on how 
we probe reality; even if there is such a thing as the true or ultimate nature of 
reality, all we have is what we can know of it, and this is limited. 

     An African Way of Knowing 

 By ‘an African way of knowing’ is meant one of the several ways the African 
employs in attaining knowledge. Th ese several ways include divination and 
soothsaying. A perhaps appropriate point to begin the discourse of African epis-
temology is the culture of Africa before it came in contact with other cultures. 
Th ough Africa is sociologically diverse and culturally pluralistic, the expression 
‘African epistemology’ makes reference to the perception of reality, which was 
common to the cultures of Africans. Th is perception of reality—expressed in the 
ontological belief that reality was a harmony of beings, of forces—permits a cul-
tural thematic approach to conceiving African epistemology as elucidating the 
relatively similar epistemological experiences of indigenous Africans by drawing 
on the affi  nity of the metaphysical conception of reality of the African past. 10  
In the light of this, “[a] study of various cultures in Africa reveals a universe 
that is sacred and secular, seen and unseen, timed and timeless, fi nite and infi -
nite, among other formulations.” 11  Th is is corroborated by Mbiti’s claims that 
African cultures contain complex knowledge systems based on an understand-
ing of a sacred universe sustained by a synergy of individual, ancestral, commu-
nal, spiritual, natural, and cosmic forces that animate all of physical reality. 12  As 
such, the epistemological view of the indigenous African is in tandem with his 
ontology, such that African epistemology may be taken as the view that knowl-
edge is the understanding of the nature of reality; an apprehension of ‘what is’. 
Hence, in the African conception, knowledge presupposes being; epistemology 
presupposes metaphysics. For emphasis, the conception of ontology in Africa 
has it that reality is a continuum, wherein humans and the rest of nature partici-
pate in the same locus without being opposites. Culture plays an important role 
in the cognitive understanding of reality, and ‘unless one is ultimately familiar 
with the ontological commitment of a culture, it is often diffi  cult to appreciate 

9   Marcelo Gleiser,  Th e Island of Knowledge: Th e Limits of Science and the Search for Meaning , p. xiii. 
10   Subairi ‘B Nasseem, “African Heritage and Contemporary Life,” in P. H. Coetzee and P. J. Roux (eds), 
 Th e African Philosophy Reader , 2nd ed. (Cape Town, SA: Oxford University Press of Southern Africa, 
2002), p. 260.  
11   Denise Martin, “An Application of Dogon Epistemology,”  Journal of Black Studies,  vol. 40, no. 6 (July 
2010), p. 1156 (1153–1167).  
12   Cf. J. S. Mbiti,  African Religions and Philosophy , 2nd ed. (Oxford, UK: Heinenmann, 1990).  
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or otherwise understand those commitments’. 13  Th e African way of knowing 
here referred to is best understood as characteristic of the worldview indigenous 
to African cultures prior to the infusion of non-African cultures, such as those 
of Islam and Christianity. Research on ancient African civilisation suggests that 
Africans perceived the world diff erently from the way it was perceived in the 
imposed cultures. Central to this understanding is that

  … there is more to reality and to the realm of experience that that which is read-
ily accessible through empirical inquiry, and that one can acquire an under-
standing of natural phenomena by appealing to experience whose 
characterizations are not empirically confi rmable but nonetheless warrantably 
assertible. 14 

Th e nature of knowledge emerging from this relation between metaphysics 
and epistemology is such that knowledge is  awareness  of that which is known 
and can be known. It is also  awareness  of that which cannot be known and 
unknowable. What is unknown and unknowable indicates the irreducible com-
ponent of a transcendent reality, which is integral to how knowledge was con-
ceived by the indigenous African. A warrant for this is rooted in a felt sense 
that there are spiritual components to nature that infl uence experiences and 
perceptions. Underlying this perspective is a commitment to the existence of 
 realities  that can, and do, act as causal agents. Akin to this are  unobservables , 
which refer to purported objects, theoretical posits, that cannot be accessed 
through the senses or through the enhancement of those same senses, but which 
constitute explanatory constructs of reality. 15  As such, the conception of knowl-
edge by the indigenous African “incorporates the reality that exists beyond the 
fi ve senses,” 16  such that for the African, the acquisition of knowledge involved 
immersion in the universe until meaning is revealed, expressed and understood 
through complex and multidimensional symbols. 17  In conceiving knowledge, 
therefore, the African does not see man and nature as two separate and opposing 

13   Cf. Lee Brown, “Understanding and Ontology in Traditional African Th ought,” in L. Brown (ed.), 
 African Philosophy: New and Traditional Perspective.  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).  
14   Lee Brown, “Understanding and Ontology in Traditional African Th ought,” In L. Brown (ed.),  African 
Philosophy: New and Traditional Perspective,  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 159. 
15   Lee Brown, “Understanding and Ontology in Traditional African Th ought,” in Lee Brown (ed.), 
 African Philosophy: New and Traditional Perspectives  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 159. 
16   Denise Martin, “An Application of Dogon Epistemology,”  Journal of Black Studies , vol. 40, no. 6 (July 
2010), p. 1154. 
17   M. Ani,  Yurugu: An African-centred Critique of European Cultural Th ought and Behavior  (Trenton, NJ: 
Africa World Press, 1994), p. 30. 

142 P.A. Ikhane



entities, but as an inseparable continuum of a hierarchical order. 18  As Anyanwu 
has observed: “Th e African maintains that there can be no knowledge of reality 
if an individual detaches himself from it … Knowledge, therefore, comes from 
the co-operation of all human faculties and experiences. He sees, feels, imagines, 
reasons, or thinks and intuits all at the same time.” 19 

Th e epistemic insight that therefore emerges from an African way of know-
ing is that ignorance, which is here taken as  statural  of the human condition 
and wherein he cannot comprehend the whole of reality, conduces to knowl-
edge as it indicates the scope of knowledge. As such, knowledge, as conceived 
in indigenous Africa, is constituted of an epistemological humility, which is 
the fundamental belief in the inability to know the whole truth about our 
world, as we (as humans) have no knowledge of things in themselves. 20  

       Conclusion 

 Th e analysis here presented of ignorance as epistemic supervenes on the con-
dition that knowledge for the indigenous African is a state of mind, that is, 
a mental state. Such a mental state includes attitudes such as believing that 
something is so, conceiving that something is so, and so on. In this sense, 
knowledge connotes a factive attitude, which is a relation of the knowing 
subject to what is known. In the words of Williamson: ‘[I]f attitudes are 
relations of subjects to propositions, then the claim is that knowing itself 
is a mental relation such that, for every proposition  p , having that relation 
to  p  is a mental state.’ 21  

 Th ere are those limits to our knowledge revealed by, say, mathematics and 
physics, which in the opinion of Williamson ‘depend on Godelian undecid-
ability, complexity considerations, spatio-temporal limits to the portions of 
the universe with which we can causally interact, and the like’. 22  Indicative 
of the limits of knowledge in the African context are sayings such as the Esan 
 agbonifuremhin,  meaning that one is never able to exhaust living, and  airobo-
mhaiyen , meaning that one cannot measure life. In the Yoruba, we say  aiye pe 

18   K. C. Anyanwu, “Th e African world-view and theory of knowledge,” in E. A. Rush and K. C. Anyanwu, 
 African Philosophy  (Rome: Catholic Book Agency, 1984), p. 87. 
19   K. C. Anyanwu, “Th e African world-view and theory of knowledge,” in E. A. Rush and K. C. Anyanwu, 
 African Philosophy  (Rome: Catholic Book Agency, 1984), p. 94. 
20   Cf. Rae Langton, “Elusive Knowledge of Th ings in Th emselves,”  Australasian Journal of Philosophy , Vol. 
82. No. 1, (March 2004). 
21   Timothy Williamson,  Knowledge and Its Limits  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 21. 
22   Timothy Williamson,  Knowledge and Its Limits , p. 270. 
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meji  ,  which can be interpreted to mean that the world is not monolithic, and 
hence that there is a multiplural dimension to life. 

 I would like to end here by drawing from Bertrand Russell’s claims in his 
 History of Western Philosophy . Russell makes clear that though science tells us 
what we can know, what we can indeed know is little; such that if we forget 
how much we cannot know we become insensitive to many things of very 
great importance. He goes on to caution against the knowledge-based attitude 
characterized by the dogmatic belief that “we have knowledge where in fact 
we have ignorance.” 23  To this, Russell admonishes that though “[u]ncertainty, 
in the presence of vivid hopes and fears, is painful, but must be endured if we 
wish to live without the support of comforting fairy tales.” And so, to per-
suade ourselves that we have found indubitable answers to the questions that 
continue to require our attention is misleading and harmful. 24      

23   Bertrand Russell,  A History of Western Philosophy  (UK: Allen & Urwin, 1940), p. 14. 
24   Cf. Bertrand Russell,  A History of Western Philosophy  (UK: Allen & Urwin, 1940). 
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 The Imperative of Epistemic 

Decolonization in Contemporary Africa                     

     Abosede     Priscilla     Ipadeola    

        A.  P.   Ipadeola      () 
  Department of Philosophy ,  University of Ibadan ,   Ibadan ,  Nigeria     

         Introduction 

 Because the people of Africa, at the inception of colonialism, had been suf-
fi ciently incapacitated in various forms, it was particularly easy for Europeans 
to change their modus operandi of control, domination and exploitation from 
that of taking some Africans to the West as slaves to work on plantations to 
that of making Africa into colonies and protectorates of the West. Among the 
means employed to incapacitate Africans, epistemic colonization was promi-
nent. Although the four colonial powers that took over most of West Africa, 
Britain, France, Portugal and Germany, administered their regions with dif-
ferent degrees of freedom and autonomy, the damage done to the colonies 
diff ered only in degree and not in kind. 

 Volumes have been written by postcolonial scholars on how the colonial 
powers destroyed most of the existing political structures in Africa during the 
colonial era. Likewise, much has been said about how Africa was impover-
ished in terms of both human and natural or economic resources. However, 
little attention has been paid to the role of the damage done to the existing 
epistemological structures in precolonial Africa by the colonial powers. As a 
matter of fact, however, sabotage infl icted upon the epistemological struc-
tures existing prior to the advent of colonial rule signifi cantly outweighs other 



forms of damage because the success of the colonial rulers greatly depended 
on weakening the African peoples at the epistemic level. Unless the people 
to be colonized were made to distrust and despise their indigenous epistemic 
systems, they would not adopt the Western way of life to the detriment of 
their indigenous and precolonial ways of life. 

 Th is is not to imply that the colonialists were not met with intense resis-
tance when they came to take over control and turn the indigenous rulers into 
mere representatives to the people still subject to them. Th ey were resisted 
by many local communities and empires. However, part of their strategy for 
winning most of the people over, apart from the use of arms, was to under-
mine the local epistemological systems and make the people hold the foreign 
epistemological systems in high esteem. 

 Th e colonialists, in their bid to create a new epistemological order in Africa, 
brought with them the Western form of education. Western styles of edu-
cation and training were considered the only authentic means of acquiring 
knowledge. In the new epistemological order, those who acquired Western 
education were made to enjoy certain privileges denied to those who lacked 
this form of education. Hence, the new epistemological order brought with 
it a new reality of social classes not in existence in precolonial Africa. Th is 
also engendered a series of class struggles between those who had acquired 
Western education and skills and those who had not. Th e colonial episte-
mological order has lingered on in Africa, such that in spite of being decolo-
nized politically and to some extent economically, many African countries are 
still grappling with epistemic colonization. It is essential to note, however, 
that there cannot be any meaningful and sustainable socio-political or socio- 
economic development in Africa unless the problem of epistemic colonization 
is successfully addressed.  

    The African Colonial Experience and Emergence 
of a New Epistemological Order 

 Before the latter parts of the nineteenth century, what is now known as Africa 
consisted of empires, kingdoms and small communities, trading among them-
selves and sometimes warring to secure their territories. Th e empires and com-
munities were relatively independent, at least politically, until colonialism 
toppled most of the existing political, economic and epistemological struc-
tures in Africa. It is noteworthy that shortly before colonial rule was instituted, 
European explorers, merchants and missionaries had been  coming to Africa. 
In other words, Europe’s initial interests in Africa were mainly religious and 
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economic. However, Europe’s economic interest later needed a political garb in 
order to be sustained, and this is what gave rise to colonialism. In Falola’s words:

  Colonies off ered great economic opportunities to Europe. Th e expansion of 
capitalism and the desire for profi ts were the principal motives behind the con-
quest of Africa. Th e European merchants who made profi ts in their business 
relations with Africa believed that they could make even greater profi ts by pres-
suring their governments to involve themselves directly in the management of 
Africa. ( 2002 , 177) 

   Falola further relates that the European merchants, who began the idea of 
colonialism in Africa, hoped to benefi t in two important ways: “(1) by obtain-
ing cheap raw materials that would be exported to Europe to manufacture 
various products and (2) by turning Africa into a huge market to consume 
imported goods from Europe” (Falola  2002 , 177). Put diff erently, “the eco-
nomic policy of the colonial powers had an underlying political ideology of 
appropriating the natural resources of the colonies” (Oyeshile  2007 , 131). 
As a result, colonialism was instituted in Africa. In fact, “between 1885 and 
1900, most of Africa was taken over as colonies of Europe. … Th e long era 
of free trade and reasonably peaceful relations gave way to one of economic 
exploitation and political domination” (Falola  2002 , 175). 

 Although, economic exploitation and political domination were the actual 
intentions of the colonizers, to be successful they had to employ the tool of 
epistemic colonization to subdue Africa’s precolonial communities. It is popu-
larly held that the colonizers succeeded in establishing colonial rule in Africa 
mainly because of their invincible military strength, even in spite of being 
vehemently opposed and resisted by the people of Africa. Zegeye and Vambe, 
for example, argue that the “structure of domination of Africans was the basis 
of authoritarian colonial politics in Africa. Coercion of Africans by colonial-
ism sometimes led to genocide” ( 2011 , 48). Mungazi supports this view:

  Th e reality of the colonial culture of violence in Africa … also manifested itself 
in physical and legal violence. Th e random cutting off  of hands that Leopold 
initiated as a form of punishment for those laborers who failed to meet their 
daily rubber production quotas in the Congo Free State symbolized the malevo-
lence of the colonial culture of violence. ( 1996 , 210) 

   In the same vein, Rodney points out that during the colonial era in Africa, 
“the alien colonial state had a monopoly of political power, after crushing all 
opposition by superior armed force” ( 2012 , 150). Th erefore, in their attempts 
to relate the African colonial experience, the military might of the coloniz-
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ers is often alluded to as being responsible for the conquest of Africa, while 
epistemic conquest is not often emphasized as the main problem of both 
colonial and postcolonial (or most appropriately, neocolonial) Africa. Th us, 
it is erroneously held that once Africans are able to disentangle the continent 
from the political and economic domination of the West, the continent will 
be automatically set on the path of development. 

 Although, it is true that the colonial powers came to Africa with over-
bearing and overwhelming military strength, sometimes displayed with much 
brutality, their conquest of Africa could not have been sustained unless they 
had employed the tool of epistemic conquest. In other words, colonialism 
would have been a fantasy if the colonizers had not employed the tool of epis-
temic colonization to coerce the colonized people of Africa to surrender. Th e 
people were made to distrust and despise their indigenous epistemological 
structures and to see the epistemological structures of the colonial powers as 
being superior, more complex and more valid. Hence, a new epistemological 
order was instituted in Africa that made the mission of the colonizers easier. 
According to Ahluwalia:

  Th e colonization of the mind is manifested in the manner in which a people’s 
history is denied, and they are made to feel inferior and incapable of challenging 
the colonial order. In this way the national identity of a people is denigrated and 
made non-functional. Th e colonised are rendered not only economically depen-
dent but also psychologically dependent, thus making them subjects of the colo-
nial power. (Ahluwalia  2001 , 41) 

   Th e main problem responsible for the inability of the African continent to 
make progress since the end of the colonial period is that, although many 
African nations have attained political independence, they are still mostly 
subject to the West at the epistemic level. African nations and many African 
nationals are caught in the web of the new epistemological order instituted by 
the experience of colonialism. 

 Western education was a vital tool employed by colonial powers to sub-
due the African continent and bring about the colonial epistemological order, 
which aided in no small way the success of Europe’s colonial project on the 
continent. Before the advent of colonialism, there was basically no disparity 
among the indigenous people as a result of belonging to diff erent social classes 
because of what they knew or did not know. When colonialism began, how-
ever, one method of subjugation was to train some people in the art of speak-
ing the colonizers’ languages and handling certain duties, like record keeping 
and so on, which anyone not trained could not handle. 
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 Th ose privileged few who acquired the colonizers’ mode of knowing auto-
matically moved to a diff erent social class and became superior to those who 
did not have this knowledge. Th e privileged people enjoyed certain economic 
and political benefi ts which were not available to those who lacked this mode 
of knowing. In other words,   “[o]ne of the common colonialist policies was 
to raise a particular nationality to the status of a favoured group in terms of 
education and other ‘privileges’ thus leaving behind not only economic but 
also cultural and social uneven development” (Shivji  1989 , 77). 

   Th is trend brought about class struggle, such that those who could not 
acquire the Western mode of knowing viewed those who could with suspicion 
and envy, while those who could generally looked down on those who could 
not as people who lacked the epistemological basis for making any meaningful 
progress in life. Th is is because “the educated elite that was produced was by 
and large an alienated elite, an elite that adored European culture and civiliza-
tion and looked down on African culture. Another gap thereby came to exist 
between this elite and the rest of the masses” (Peil and Oyeneye  1998 , 336). 
Hubbard corroborates this view by arguing that in the northern part on 
Nigeria, for example,   [f ]ormal education, despite the actual content, set the 
graduate apart from the rest of society. Th eir formative experiences were dif-
ferent and they, quite understandably, valued their formative experiences. … 
[F]ormal education by itself could not prevent distinctions between educated 
and non-educated. It was more likely to create them (Hubbard  2000 , 218). 

   Th erefore, in their desperation to get Western education, many young peo-
ple left the rural areas for urban centres, and this also took a negative toll on the 
continent. According to Boahen, one of the eff ects of colonial education was

  the creation and widening of the gap between the urban centres and rural areas. 
Th e phenomenal growth of the population of the urban centres … was not the 
result of natural increase of the urban population but rather of the continuous 
pull of young men and women to the urban centres by the need for education, 
employment and better social facilities and the push from the rural areas … by 
famine, epidemic, poverty, taxation and lack of amenities. (Boahen  1990 , 335) 

   Sadly, however, he notes that   “[t]he gap has not been bridged. Nor did 
the migrants fi nd the urban centres the safe and rich haven that they had 
expected. Most of them found themselves crowded into the suburbs and the 
shanty towns, in which unemployment, juvenile delinquency, drunkenness, 
prostitution and crime became their lot” (Boahen  1990 , 335). 

   Th e insatiable pull of young Africans towards the Western mode of know-
ing was not limited to leaving rural areas for urban centres, but it also fuelled 
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the aspirations of many young people to cut themselves away from the so 
called “Dark Continent” by relocating to the West. Wane, a young Kenyan 
scholar, relates her personal experience, representative of a very common phe-
nomenon on the continent of Africa as brought about by holding the Western 
form of education in a high esteem. In her own words:

  Th e education that I received reinforced very strong Western values and created 
a desire in me to aspire physically to relocate and live in the West. I truly felt that 
my education would be incomplete if I did not visit the land and see the people 
who dominated so much of the ethos of education in Kenya. Th is was because 
all the learning was embedded in a social structure designed to erode traditional 
knowledge and values. Most learning concentrated on Europe and North 
America. Colonial education succeeded in planting seeds for the expansion, 
growth and sustainability of imperialism. (Wane  2006 , 90) 

   Insuffi  cient understanding of the underlying strength of the lasting colonial 
epistemic infl uence on the continent is also evident in the agitation for politi-
cal and economic control which led to the independence of a number of 
African nations. For example, it was held by many of the nationalists that con-
tended for the emancipation of their diff erent countries that resisting political 
and economic colonial structures was what was needed to be free from domi-
nation. Mpofu succinctly describes the ideology of the nationalists:

  Decoloniality is the direct antithesis of coloniality. It deploys attitudes and 
activities of rebellion against and refusal of coloniality in all its technologies of 
power, knowledge and being. … Seeing that African nationalism … is con-
fronted with political, historical, cultural and social conditions of coloniality, 
the need is present therefore that African nationalists embrace decoloniality as 
an ideological and intellectual art of resistance to coloniality, as it produces itself 
in the African political and economic landscapes. (Mpofu  2013 , 115) 

   Th e notion of seeing colonialism as an external force that should be resisted in 
order to be overcome fuelled the agitations of the nationalists who struggled 
for independence in many African nations, and this accounts for the reason 
why most African nations are still in the shackles of colonialism even after so 
many decades of independence. It is therefore time that Africans realized that 
colonialism or neocolonialism is not the real monster contending with the 
continent in its bid to attain socio-political and socio-economic development. 
Rather, the menace which needs to be confronted head-on is the epistemo-
logical order that the colonial experience foisted on Africa.  
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    Eurocentrism and the Politics of Epistemological 
Tyranny 

 Eurocentrism revolves around the notion that Western values and ideals are 
closest to objective truth, and they should therefore be made the yardstick to 
measure rationality, truth, reality and civilization in other non-Western parts 
of the world. Th is mindset played a large role in fuelling imperialism during 
the colonial era and has continued to sustain neocolonialism long after impe-
rialism has ended. Meanwhile, it is noteworthy that

  Eurocentrism prevails when the supposed virtues of “Western civilization” 
(which in the conceit of the Eurocentric popular consciousness … is often 
thought synonymous with “civilization”) are not examined, but instead merely 
assumed worthy of their designation as the ultimate fate of all humanity. 
Eurocentrism, in the deepest sense, is implicated in the act of acquiescing to 
Eurocentred values of judgment without awareness of the cultural-tinted nature 
of those values. (Tung-Yi  2009 , 127) 

   Tung-Yi’s position on the idea of Eurocentrism accurately describes the con-
dition of many African nations during and especially after colonialism. Th is 
accounts for the reason why many African leaders still look to the West before 
they address problems and confront challenges in their nations. It is held by 
many African leaders that only a method endorsed by the West is a foolproof 
solution to their domestic problems. Th is mentality has its basis in the colo-
nial experience which still haunts many African countries; importantly, many 
of the current African leaders grew up during the colonial period. 

 Over the decades, Africans have been made to believe that they live in a 
poverty-stricken continent and that they will always need the West to enjoy 
certain basic things in life. For example, with regard to administering immu-
nizations to infants and contraceptives to women, African nations not only do 
not manufacture these things, they also depend largely on aid and donations 
from the West. Phenomena like these constantly reiterate to the consciousness 
of Africans that they cannot survive without the West. Government policies 
are deemed plausible only if they have been worked out by the West or are 
supported by Americans or Europeans. Even in African research and academic 
institutions, the merit of a good academic paper or a research fi nding is mea-
sured by whether it gets published in the West. Again, such phenomena con-
tinue to tell Africans that equality of humanity is a mirage. 

 At the institution of colonialism, the colonizers unleashed their epistemo-
logical tyranny and oppression on Africans by denying the validity of the 
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latter’s educational and epistemological system. To establish their form of 
education, the colonial powers made Africans believe that they lacked educa-
tion and knowledge and, as a result, lacked civilization. Th ey claimed to be on 
a mission to rescue the “Dark Continent” from barbarism and backwardness. 
In evaluating this strategy and its legacy, the important questions are: Is it true 
that Africans lacked a form of education that helped them to understand their 
world and address the pressing challenges and problems of precolonial times? 
Is it the case that Western education is superior to the form of education 
which existed in Africa prior to the advent of colonialism? In what important 
respects has Western education fostered unity and helped Africans build a 
platform for sustainable development and a stable social and political order? 

 Th ere was indeed a form of education in precolonial Africa which helped the 
people manage their world and solve most of their basic problems. Education, 
rather than being a prerogative of the West, East or any particular region, is 
a ubiquitous phenomenon. Actually, the fact that a group of people has sur-
vived a number of years and generations underscores very prominently the 
fact that there is a form of education and an epistemological system among 
them. According to Rodney:

  Education is crucial in any type of society for the preservation of the lives of its 
members and the maintenance of the social structure. Under certain circum-
stances, education also promotes social change. Th e greater portion of that edu-
cation is informal, being acquired by the young from the example and behavior 
of elders in the society. Under normal circumstances, education grows out of the 
environment; the learning process being directly related to the pattern of work 
in the society. (Rodney  2012 , 239) 

   Th erefore, education has always been and will always be a universal phe-
nomenon. It is only when a group of people wants to subject another group 
to oppression and epistemological tyranny that they claim that education 
must be formal and claim to hold an exclusive preserve of epistemology. 
Even in precolonial Africa, the people had an epistemological structure and 
system of education in place before the colonial powers emerged to topple 
it. In fact, Egbo relates that the types of education which existed in preco-
lonial Africa “were based on the principles of functionalism and sustained 
the practical, social, spiritual and intellectual needs of the communities 
within which they were practiced” (Egbo  2000 , 61). Rodney corroborates 
the notion that education in precolonial Africa was such that it helped the 
people in providing answers to their basic questions about their environ-
ment and their place in it:
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  Indeed the most crucial aspect of pre-colonial education was its relevance to 
Africans, in sharp contrast to what was later introduced. Th e following features 
of indigenous African education can be considered outstanding: its close links 
with social life, both in a material and spiritual sense; its collective nature; its 
many-sidedness; and its progressive development in conformity with the succes-
sive stages of physical, emotional and mental development of the child. (Rodney 
 2012 , 239) 

   He further points out that this resulted in a society in which “[t]here was no 
separation of education and productive activity or any division between manual 
and intellectual education. Altogether, through mainly informal means, pre-
colonial African education matched the realities of pre-colonial African soci-
ety and produced well rounded personalities to fi t into that society” (Rodney    
 2012 , 239). 

   In precolonial Yoruba society, for example, certain forms of vocational and 
intellectual education were family-based. Family compounds were known for 
certain vocations. Hence, it was commonplace to hear phrases like  Agbo ‘le 
Alagbede  (the blacksmiths’ compound),  Agbo ‘le Alaro  (the dyers’ compound), 
 Agbo ‘le Ayan  (the drummers’ compound),  Agbo ‘le Ahunso  (the cloth weav-
ers’ compound), and many others like these. In precolonial Africa, “not only 
political offi  ces but also certain honoured professions like priesthood and 
smithing ran in families” (Boahen  1990 , 209). On the one hand, as a result 
of receiving educational training from family members and not paid teach-
ers, people were able to receive a kind of education which not only trained 
them in the art of doing a particular vocation but that also gave them vital 
lessons about life and living. Th e nature of education in precolonial Africa was 
such that   “[s]pecifi c emphasis was on physical training, character moulding, 
respect for elders and peers, intellectual and vocational training, training in 
agricultural productions, community participation, cultural heritage and the 
acquisition of spiritual and moral values. Education was therefore an integral 
part of everyday life” (Egbo  2000 , 62). 

   On the other hand, because vocational education was family-based in the 
precolonial era, certain problems created by Western education were uncom-
mon or even totally absent. For example, continuity was very easy to sustain, 
in contrast to the communities of intellectuals which Western educations 
aff ords today—a type of collegiality that, in most cases, lacks shared values. 
Also, there was no basis for rivalry among persons undertaking such voca-
tional education because it was not time-bound and everyone was allowed to 
learn at their own pace. Hence, nobody needed to feel superior or make the 
other person feel inferior as a result of attaining a form of education. Th is is 

10 The Imperative of Epistemic Decolonization in Contemporary Africa 153



unlike what obtains under the Western system of education, where it is con-
stantly implied that for a person to be considered to be learning, such a person 
must have imbibed the culture of rivalry and competition and must outdo 
their mates who are undertaking the same educational programme. 

 Th is type of competitive system has greatly damaged the epistemic sphere 
of the African continent. Emphasis is not laid on what people actually know 
but rather on whether or not students are able to outdo their mates in exami-
nations. As a result of the rat race which this has engendered, students fi nd 
every crooked way of passing an exam, even if they do not understand the 
subject well enough to be able to make any meaningful contribution in their 
fi eld or to society at large. 

 Although education in precolonial Africa was largely informal, this does 
not mean that there was no formal education. Certain aspects of education 
in precolonial Africa were formal, but the problems associated with Western 
education highlighted above tended not to arise. Th is is because “formal edu-
cation in precolonial Africa was also directly connected with the purposes 
of society, just like informal education” (Rodney  2012 , 239). It is therefore 
a misconception and misrepresentation to claim that formal education was 
introduced to Africa by the West. In precolonial Africa,

  [s]ome aspects of African education were formal: that is to say, there was a spe-
cifi c program and a conscious division between teachers and pupils. … Formal 
education was … available at later stages in life, such as on the occasion of pass-
ing from one age grade to another or of joining a new brotherhood. Specialized 
functions such as hunting, organizing religious ritual and the practice of medi-
cine defi nitely involved formal education within the family or clan. Such educa-
tional practices all date back to communal times in Africa, but they persisted in 
the more developed feudal and pre-feudal societies, and they were to be found 
on the eve of colonialism. (Rodney  2012 , 239) 

   Th e claim that these forms of education in precolonial Africa, both formal 
and informal, lacked epistemic content, such that the West needed to bring 
knowledge to Africa through imperialism and neocolonialism, is a case of 
epistemological tyranny. Africa has been caught in the web and mess of epis-
temic conquest and epistemological tyranny for a long time. To be free, deci-
sive steps must be taken. It is essential to note that unless Africa deals with the 
menace of epistemological tyranny, the socio-political and socio-economic 
predicament in Africa is far from being over.  
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    Care Epistemology: A Panacea for the Epistemic 
Colonization Crisis in Contemporary Africa 

 Th e failure of African nations to develop home-grown policies and remedies 
for their socio-economic and socio-political crises has been mostly seen in 
political and economic lights. Meanwhile, the problem is fundamentally a 
defi cit of Africans developing their own epistemic paradigms to address their 
peculiar problems—problems which the history of colonialism has contrib-
uted to in no small measure. Epistemic poverty in Africa as occasioned by 
colonialism has manifested in myriad crises and challenges. For Mignolo:

  Epistemic decolonization … is, in the fi rst place, a constant set of processes in 
which  the means is the end ; and second, the steady set of process understood as 
epistemic decolonization is not oriented toward “the deconstruction of Western 
metaphysics” but, rather, both to uncovering the illusions of modernity, progress, 
and development by revealing its darker side, coloniality. (Mignolo  2003 , 456; 
italics in original) 

   In essence, Mignolo draws a necessary link between modernity and coloniality 
and argues that coloniality is, as a matter of fact, the very reason for moder-
nity. In his own words, “there is a totalitarian bent of modernity that pres-
ents the other side, coloniality, as something to be overcome when, indeed, 
colonialism cannot be overcome by modernity, since it is not only its darker 
side but its very raison d’etre” (Mignolo  2003 , 456). As a result of this stance, 
Mignolo recommends a form of epistemic decolonization that employs “bor-
der thinking”, that is, a form of thinking that gets rid of the “macronarratives 
of modernity,” namely, Christianity, liberalism and Marxism, and embraces 
a form of thinking informed by the local histories of the indigenous people, 
which coloniality has suppressed. In his opinion, the process of epistemic 
decolonization involves “a type of pluritopic hermeneutics that manifested 
itself in ‘border thinking’; and the enactment and practice of border thinking 
is one ‘method’ for the decolonization of knowledge” (Mignolo  2003 , 457). 

 It should be pointed out that modernity, in my view, is not a preserve of 
any one particular group of people. For instance, among the Yoruba people of 
West Africa, modernity is called  igbalode , which translates as “a new era”, or, 
literally, “the time that has come.” In this sense, modernity is not antitheti-
cal to tradition, as presented in Mignolo’s epistemic decolonization. Rather, 
modernity and tradition form a continuum that gives sense and meaning to 
both human and social existences. 
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 It is not possible to progress while looking backwards. Colonialism is an 
ugly reality that has formed part of our history in Africa. Hence, any theory of 
decolonization that ignores the fact that we are a long way away from preco-
lonial African realities cannot address our contemporary challenges. In other 
words, a recommendation that Africans should go back to where they were 
on the eve of colonialism is based on the erroneous assumption that the pre-
colonial African societies were so static that if they had not experienced colo-
nialism, they would have remained without developing. Th is is rather absurd! 

 My idea of epistemic decolonization agrees with Gordon’s   “rejection of 
epistemic closure, this form of phenomenology is pitted against colonialism 
precisely because such a phenomenon requires such closure, which, in more 
than a metaphorical sense, is the construction of epistemological ‘settlements.’ 
Such settlements lead to forms of crises” (Gordon  2007 , 129). 

   In other words, epistemic decolonization must not aim at creating closure 
by holding that the remedy for Africa’s contemporary challenges lies in going 
backwards several decades and starting again from the point of colonialism. 
Th is is unrealizable, especially in this age of globalization. Oyeshile ( 2008 , 276) 
reiterates that to maintain a stance of cultural isolation is not only counter- 
productive for the African continent but would also be a herculean task. One 
important tool used by the imperialists to institute epistemic colonization was 
education. Education as a tool of oppression can be turned around to be a tool 
of liberation and emancipation by African nations. Hence, there is an urgent 
need to reassess the content of our academic curricula in Africa and ensure 
that such curricula are able to adequately address our current social, economic, 
political and emotional challenges. Th is should be the fundamental aim of 
epistemic decolonization. Th is reassessment would reveal that one of the indis-
pensable components of epistemic decolonization is care epistemology. 

 At the base of knowledge acquisition and academic curricula should be the 
aim to care for both the learner and the teacher. Western epistemology and 
colonial education emphasize the distinctions between the rational and emo-
tional parts of humans. Th e rational part has always been celebrated, while 
the emotional part is considered inconsequential and irrelevant in knowledge 
acquisition. Th is dichotomy has produced, in most cases, disgruntled, embit-
tered and alienated learners and teachers. Th is has perpetually kept Africa at the 
margin. 

 Care does not require only that teaching and learning aids and materials be 
made available. It also very importantly means that the governments of Africa 
take as fundamentally important the basic needs of the people who need to 
acquire knowledge. For instance, provision of meals, school uniforms, snacks, 
school bags and shoes for school children and prompt payment of salaries and 
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allowances to teachers should be taken as priorities by the government. Th is type 
of care should be incorporated into the constitution and educational policies so 
that changes in government do not aff ect these practices. As Bewaji argues, to 
overcome our predicament of epistemic defi cit, as occasioned by the epistemi-
cide unleashed on Africa by the West, Africans should ensure that our leaders do 
the right things by promoting those factors that engender development. Th ese 
include:

  (a) Continuous electricity supply, (b) treated water supply, (c) motorable roads, 
(d) security of life and property, (e) [a] transparent business environment with 
minimal red-tape in public service transaction[s], (f ) [a] liberalized fi nancial 
system to facilitate trade, movement of money, (g) open, transparent and 
accountable political and governance structures, (h) [a] competitive informa-
tion communications system (i) sustainable development and management of 
the resources of the country to generate the best value and employment for the 
masses of the people, (j) a legal system that works and is no respecter of persons, 
ethnicities, religious groups or gender; and more importantly, the legal system 
must have a long memory, so that off enders can be brought to justice in a trans-
parent and eff ective manner, regardless of time lapse. (Bewaji   2013 , 302) 

   In a nutshell, care epistemology should be taken seriously by African political 
leaders as an invaluable tool to combat the menace of epistemic colonization. 
Meanwhile, it should be noted that the factors identifi ed by Bewaji will at one 
point be tools needed to enhance epistemic decolonization, and at some other 
point they will be the outcomes of decolonizing the previously subordinated 
peoples of Africa. Th is is because at the inception of the process of epistemic 
decolonization, only minimal provision of the factors of development needs 
to be made. With a proper focus on the goal—epistemic decolonization—
there will be adequate provision of the identifi ed factors of development. 

 Another important point to note in our bid to decolonize knowledge in 
Africa is that knowledge of self is very important. Traditional epistemology 
disregards Socrates’ admonition of “man, know thyself.” Rather, it places 
much emphasis on propositional knowledge, that is, knowledge-that. Th is is 
one of the problems of postcolonial Africa. Rather than making attempts to 
understand humanity better, without building walls between the self and the 
other or drawing conclusions informed by our standpoint or existent and pre-
conceived ideas, traditional epistemology stresses knowledge of the universe. 
Hence, propositional knowledge becomes pre-eminent and other forms of 
knowledge, like knowledge by acquaintance and procedural knowledge, are 
relegated to an inferior level. Th is is not to say that propositional knowledge 
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is irrelevant to our development in Africa. Rather, I see undue emphasis on 
propositional knowledge, which does not equally emphasize acquaintance and 
procedural knowledge, as a form of epistemic colonization. Placing empha-
sis on propositional knowledge over and above other forms of knowledge is 
largely responsible for insurgencies and other forms of unrest in many parts 
of Africa in recent times. 

 Th e menace of undue emphasis on propositional knowledge has generated 
some of the security challenges facing Africa for two reasons. (1) People who 
have been able to acquire Western education, and who are thereby armed 
with a fair knowledge of the universe, end up, in most cases, not recognising 
the intrinsic worth of those who lack education, since a large percentage of 
the latter group ends up as their drivers, domestic servants and traders. (2) In 
the same vein, those who fi nd themselves in the group looked down upon or 
who cannot access certain opportunities because they are deemed not knowl-
edgeable enough may retaliate, and this gives rise to insurgencies, abductions, 
militancy and other crimes. Considering the case of Nigeria, this is why insur-
gency and militancy are prevalent in areas of the country where most of the 
people lack Western education, which confers propositional knowledge. 

 A really frightening dimension to this problem of placing emphasis on 
propositional knowledge is already present in the Western world. Cases are 
now rampant of school children who, because of their frustration, depres-
sion and anger, gun down an entire class or persons on the street. Th is often 
happens because the impersonal knowledge which their educational system 
makes available to them leads them to view themselves as one of the animals 
or as a machine (somewhat like a tiny dot on a big white sheet) in the vast uni-
verse. Th ey feel that their existence or disappearance from the universe has no 
signifi cant meaning. Th ey also view other people this way and hence see noth-
ing wrong in shooting them to air their personal frustrations and grievances. 

 A redirection of the focus, goals and orientation of our knowledge through 
care epistemology will largely address most of the educational and develop-
mental problems currently facing the African continent. Th is is because care 
epistemology frowns at the tyranny of Western epistemology, which uses its 
methods to validate itself and denigrate other cultures’ epistemologies. 

 Hence, epistemic decolonization involves the concept that knowledge is 
personal—personal not in the sense of being private, but in the sense of being 
people-focused and people-oriented. Knowledge of people should serve as the 
basis for other forms of knowledge. Knowledge as an ideal which is distinct 
from the knower emanates from Plato and his theory of the world of forms. 
Colonial education has followed this pattern, both in terms of validating 
knowledge claims and in acquisition of knowledge. 
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 In the same vein, validation of knowledge claims in Africa must be prag-
matic rather than Eurocentric. In this sense, what passes for knowledge should 
be what has been tested on the soil of Africa and has worked, rather than the 
numerous political and economic theories that African countries have used 
for decades which have not moved many of them beyond the point where 
colonialism left them.  

    Conclusion 

 Having looked at the importance of epistemic decolonization for develop-
ment in Africa, I would like to state, by way of conclusion, that the political 
leaders of African nations should note that the much-needed solution to the 
socio-economic and socio-political crises of contemporary Africa does not lie 
in importing ideas from the erstwhile colonizers. Rather, the leaders should 
look inwards by adopting home-grown policies and ideas which emanate 
from African nationals whose knowledge has been decolonized. It is, how-
ever, important to reiterate that such decolonized knowledge is not realizable 
unless we apply the principle of care epistemology, which emphasizes personal 
knowledge and advocates for meeting the basic needs of the knower (who 
doubles as teacher, not necessarily in the formal or Western sense alone) and 
the learner.     
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         Background 

 Prudence Allen, commenting upon the position of women in the early stages 
of Judaism, states:

  By implication women were wise through a practical knowledge of particulars, 
rather than through a reasoned knowledge of principles…It is a degenerate form 
of wisdom because it is not of universals, which are the sole object of scientifi c 
knowledge…Th e “excessive tenderness” and “weakness” of women’s souls lead 
to the conclusion that a woman is virtuous more by obeying a virtuous man 
than by philosophically determining her own path or moral action. 1  

   Th e author of the above statement may not be Esan by citizenship but cer-
tainly is by extension of thought content, as the idea delineated above is akin 
to the belief found among the Esan people of southern Nigeria concerning 
women’s virtue and status in society. It is perhaps pertinent to begin this dis-
cussion by looking at the concept of virtue since the notion is central in the 
present discourse.  

1   Prudence Allen, P. 1987. Plato, Aristotle and the Concept of Woman in Early Jewish Philosophy, 
 Florilegium  9, p. 102. 



     Areté : Virtue as Excellence 

 Th is essay begins with an analysis of the reality of virtue in Greco-Roman 
society. In Greek, virtue is referred to as  areté , a word employed in reference 
to the excellence of a variety of things. Th e English word “virtue” comes from 
the Latin  virtus,  a word used in that ancient language, as in the Greek, to 
designate “excellence.” In Aristotle’s moral philosophy, a reté  patently refers to 
excellence of character. 2  Virtue as excellence in a fi eld of human endeavor is 
skill appropriate to a specifi c faculty. Virtue in the Aristotelian representation 
is the fulcrum of right human actions—the appropriation of the rational fac-
ulty of the human person toward human good. It is the capacity to make wise 
judgments of particulars and universals within specifi c social and existential 
realities. 

 To be virtuous in the ethical sense is to act voluntarily in view of a spe-
cifi c good. One who acts as such can be said to possess an eff ective desire for 
positive change. Such a person is therefore able to stand in contradistinc-
tion against another who is besieged by the moral problem of weak will, or 
 acrasia . 3  Th e idea of excellence of character showcased in human choices and 
actions, which the term “virtue” evokes, is a certain striving for perfection as 
far as possible. 

 It is necessary to state here Aristotle’s view that virtue is essentially a means 
to a greater end. While he points out that virtues are important in the devel-
opment of the human person, he nevertheless insists on the auxiliary role 
which virtues play in that development. It is in the very nature of virtues to be 
useful in the task of attaining the fi nal good of the human person. To buttress 
this idea, he states that “some ends are good in themselves, some are useful for 
greater ends…not all ends are fi nal ends.” 4   

    Western Orientation and Virtue Ascription 

 Th e western orientation toward gender disparity was already present as early 
as the fi fth century B.C., when Euripides, the ancient Greek playwright, 
writes in a satire that “women are a great natural calamity, against which men 

2   Cf. Woodruff , P. 2005. “Arete” in  Encyclopedia of Philosophy , Vol 1, ed. D. Borchert. Detroit: Th omas 
Gale, p. 256. 
3   Cf.Price, A.W. 2006. Acrasia and Self-control in  Blackwell Guide to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.  Ed. 
Kraut, R. UK: Blackwell Publishing, p. 234. 
4   Aristotle. 2000  Nicomachean Ethics , Book 1, Chapter 6. Trans. and Ed. Rogers Crisp. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
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must take strenuous measures.” 5  Sally Kitch has stated that the observation 
from Euripides is both a seminal theme which summarizes and expresses the 
ancient Greek attitude to gender, while it at the same time forms the locus 
from which gender diff erentials, and racial and hierarchical boundaries would 
be drawn in the works of western philosophers, scientists, theologians and 
politicians appearing in later periods. 6  Th e establishment of the male form as 
the ideal of human being, naturally possessing the desirable attributes often 
conceived by society as appropriate and becoming of full personhood, means 
that the essence of humanness subsists fully in the male person. Females and, 
indeed, every male person that does not fi t into this socially constructed role 
allocation are considered deviants in the social space. 7  

 Th e identifi cation of the “other” as biologically and temperamentally infe-
rior, as distinct from the perfect and complete male form, is often presented as 
something biologically determined but with implications extending beyond 
the simply biological. In classifying women as naturally calamitous, Euripides 
echoes what was already present in Hesiod’s  Th eogony— a mythical detailing 
of how the world came to be and how women, through the fatal fl aw of 
the fi rst woman, Pandora, were instrumental in bringing about the evils that 
humanity has always had to struggle with. 8  Th e inability of Pandora, the fi rst 
ancient Greek woman, to subdue her curiosity and not open the precious box 
containing all the ills that were unleashed upon the world is a basis for the 
incontinence and lack of discretion stereotypically predicated against women. 
Th is crystallizes into the belief that women are characteristically unable to 
maintain secrecy when necessary or to handle weighty matters of state and 
public interest. 

 Ancient myths of Greek and Roman origin about the place of women in 
society have inspired classical works in philosophy matter while providing 
bases for the norms of gender relations in the public place. Since the male 
form was considered the fullest expression of humanness in the ancient Greco- 
Roman world, the ordering of public aff airs was consigned to the patriarchal 
order, where men held sway. Maxwell provides details about such patriarchal 
arrangement:

  Th e Greco-Roman world was politically dominated by men. Th ere can be no 
dispute over something so obvious. All the Emperors were men; so also, so far 

5   Euripides,  Hippolytos , 950. 
6   Sally Kitch, 2009.  Th e Specter of Sex: Gendered Foundations of Racial Formation in the United State . 
Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, p. 17. 
7   Cf. Sally Kitch. 2009.  Th e Specter of Sex , p. 17. 
8   Cf. Sally Kitch. 2009.  Th e Specter of Sex , p. 18. 
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as we know, were the senators, the proconsuls, the praetors, and every other 
ordinary offi  cer of state. If any of them were women, they were so exceptional 
as not to alter the overwhelming male dominance. Women were excluded from 
voting in political elections. (Maxwell  1998 , p.6) 9  

   Th e ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle presents an annotated picture of 
human gender in terms of a teleological arrangement of nature whereby the 
essential diff erences in male and female are grounded in what  phusis  (translated 
into the English language as “nature”) ordains as the norm. In observing that 
“nature makes nothing in vain and man alone of the animals has logos,” Aristotle 
expresses that all things in nature have their fi nal purpose— telos —establishing 
a premise for the diff erent functions of persons and the plural virtues by which 
diff erent persons are to approximate toward their ends. Holt Parker notes that 
in Aristotle’s  Politics , there is a connection between the social status of slaves 
and the place of women in the ancient Greek world. Parker argues that each is 
fettered to the other; hence an understanding of one provides insights into the 
other’s relevance in that historical context. Parker writes that “the unquestioned 
social inferiority of slaves is the analogical basis for the hierarchy of male over 
female (e.g. 1252a31). Th e unquestioned natural inferiority of women is the 
basis of the proof of the existence of the natural slave (1254b12–16).” 10  

 Reason is predicated by Aristotle as an essential property of the generic 
man; that is, all human persons, as distinct from the lower animals, are ratio-
nal beings. Yet, this rational faculty inheres in diff erent categories of persons 
according to their social status. Parker distills the Aristotelian idea of a grada-
tion of the rational faculty in diff erent humans thus:

  Slaves have enough reason to appear human, without being completely human. 
Th is gives him the absolute diff erence in kind not just quantity that he needs to 
anchor absolute mastery. Women are at least fully human, but never completely 
adult. Yet, this move traps Aristotle in a contradiction. Women are between 
slaves and children. Th erefore their diff erence in mind is not qualitative (like 
slaves, missing a part) but quantitative (like children, present but weak)...
Aristotle’s solution is that women’s souls are naturally, permanently, weakened 
even as their bodies are naturally permanently other. (Cf. Parker, pp. 95–96) 11  

9   Maxwell, C.M. 1988. Women in the Greco-Roman World.  Study Paper for the Biblical Research Institute . 
Retrieved from https://www.adventistarchives.org/women-in-the-greco-roman-world.pdf 
10   Parker, H. N., 2012. Aristotle’s Unanswered Questions: Women and Slaves in  Politics 1252a-1260b, 
 Eugesta: European Network on Gender Studies in Antiquity , 2, p. 72. 
11   Parker, H.N, Aristotle’s Unanswered Questions: Women and Slaves in Politics, pp. 95–96. 
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   Th e idea of  areté —virtue in Greek thought—is crucial to understanding the 
position of Aristotle on women and the alternative position earlier delineated 
by Plato, who was his teacher on the same subject. Notwithstanding the fact 
that the same term  areté,  which refers to the excellence of character of a being, 
applies to both the male and female human species, Aristotle denies that vir-
tue is a single, unifi ed thing for all by insisting that there are plural virtues 
corresponding appropriately to the many diff erent social roles that human 
beings have in the community. 12  Parker relays Aristotle’s argument in relation 
to diff erent virtues for diff erent ends in the following:

  Aristotle argues consistently on a teleological basis that the diff erent social roles 
he sees about him (wives, slaves, craftsmen) necessitate that there be diff erent 
corresponding virtues, which in turn derive from fundamentally diff erent 
natures. In a characteristic move he begins with bold claims that he will repeat 
but not substantiate (1252b1–5): So the feminine and the slavish are defi ned as 
diff erent by nature. For nature makes nothing cheap, the way smiths make the 
Delphic knife, but one thing intended for one thing; and therefore each tool 
would perform its function ( telos ) most beautifully if it served ( doulos ) one task 
rather than many. (Parker, p. 80) 13  

   In the Aristotelian teleological ordering of things, the virtue of a slave diff ers 
from that of a freeborn person, just the same way that the virtue of a physician 
would be distinct from that of a musician. Aristotle notes specifi cally that “it 
is obvious that there is a moral virtue for each of those mentioned above and 
that moderation is not the same for a woman and a man, nor their courage or 
justice, as Socrates thought, but that there is a ruling and a serving courage, 
and this holds true for the other virtues.” 14  In a reference to Plato’s designation 
of virtue as the same for all human persons, Aristotle states that it is deceptive 
to think in terms of a common virtue for all instead of recognizing the plural-
ity of virtues for diff erent ends. 15  To drive home the point that the place of the 
woman is not in the  agora —the place of public, rational discourse—but in 
the domestic space, Aristotle cites Sophocles the Poet, who held that “silence 
lends a woman grace but this is not so for a man.” 16  Th is is akin to reformulat-
ing the common expression that “women are to be seen not heard.” 

12   Parker, H. 2012. Aristotle’s Unanswered Questions ,  p. 77. 
13   Parker, H.N, Aristotle’s Unanswered Questions: Women and Slaves in Politics, p. 80. 
14   Aristotle, 1984.  Politics.  Trans. Carnes Lord. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1260a20–29. 
15   Parker, H. 2012. Aristotle’s Unanswered Questions, p. 77. 
16   Aristotle,  Politics,  1260a20-29. 
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 Th e Aristotelian position on gender disparity contrasts with the Platonic 
vision of virtue as a unifi ed entity in humanity. In Plato’s  Meno , Socrates is 
engaged in an argument with Meno and his teacher, Gorgias, on the proposi-
tion that virtue—the perfection of character—exists as a single form, and that 
like strength or health it is present and expressed in just the same way in a man 
or woman, an old man or a child. 17  Still speaking of the unity of virtue in the 
sexes, Plato in the  Republic  notes that “since both male and female dogs do not 
diff er according to their virtue for guarding, we use both for guarding.” 18  Th e 
admission that virtue is present in the male and the female in just the same 
way and that male and female dogs are employed without discrimination for 
guarding draws the implication that, in so far as female humans have the same 
capacity for virtue, they must share the same functions with me, including rul-
ing if they are endowed with that virtue…and if a woman turns out to have 
the highest amount of virtue she ought to be in the caste of the rulers.” 19  Th e 
unity of virtue in all human persons as postulated by Plato imposes a certain 
moral duty upon humanity. We speak here with regards to the task of promot-
ing  areté — excellence of character—in the person of every individual, male 
and female. 20   

    Gender Disparity in the Judeo-Christian World: 
Grounding Western Gender Discourse 

 Scriptural texts of the Jewish and Christian religions have provided a reli-
gious foundation for common trends relating to gender disparity in the 
Abrahamic thought system. Th e second creation account of the Jewish and 
Christian scripture tells the story of the formation of the fi rst man from the 
dust of the earth and the subsequent creation of the fi rst woman, who was 
intended to function as man’s “helpmate,” from a rib taken from the body 
of the fi rst man. 21  Th is account presents the male sex as primordial in time 
and so complete in soul and body that the woman could be “extracted” from 
his body. Th is creation account diff ers from the fi rst account, in which God 
made humankind in his own image. Th e fi rst account does not provide any 
information regarding which of the sexes was created fi rst in time. It simply 

17   Cf. Plato, 1997. Meno, in  Plato: Complete Works . Ed. John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson. Indiana: 
Hackett Publishing Co. 70a-73c. 
18   Cf. Plato, Th e Republic, in  Plato: Complete Works  5, 451–62. 
19   Parker, H. 2012. Aristotle’s Unanswered Question, pp. 77–78. 
20   Cf. Parker, H. 2012. Aristotle’s Unanswered Questions, p. 113. 
21   Cf. Genesis 2: 7, 18, 21–23. 
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insists that “male and female he (God) created them.” 22  Th is account of the 
creation of human kind in the very image of God refers to the wholeness of 
all human persons, male and female, such that each and every human person 
is rationally, physically and spiritually endowed as the Supreme Being wills. 

 Th e creation account which supports the female being created from the 
complete body of a man for the purpose of functioning as a helpmate—where 
helpmate is frequently understood as one playing second fi ddle—is often a 
point of scriptural reference when gender-related issues are introduced in 
Jewish or Christian sects and theological circles. Th e scriptural account which 
tells the story of how evil came into terrestrial space through the machinations 
of a devious serpent who approached the fi rst woman (Genesis 3:1–17)—a 
story which fi nds a parallel in the Greek story of Pandora written by Hesiod—
is also cited as an accentuation of the fatal weakness of females, thus establish-
ing the position that women are weak, incompetent and unfi t for offi  ce in the 
public and ecclesial spaces. 23  In many instances of scriptural exegesis, sermons 
and theological presentations, the sameness of the image of the deity present 
in both sexes is almost denied or abridged in order to advance the cause of a 
superior maleness in opposition to the supposed inferiority of females. 

 Th ese gendered visions have not only been prevalent in religious circles; they 
have also advanced the circulation of the idea that “women lack reason and are 
mired in passion” in the history of western philosophy. 24  In the section immedi-
ately following, I show how gendered visions have been culled from Greek and 
Judeo-Christian ideas and have proliferated in the course of western philosophy. 

 Prudence Allen showcases the ties binding ancient Greek philosophy and 
early Jewish philosophy, especially on the theme of woman. Insights from two 
of the Jewish philosophers that Allen focuses on are useful here. Allen begins 
by noting how the pre-Socratics set the form and pace for a western concep-
tualization of woman from a philosophical position, and she proceeds further 
to note that the fi ndings of these early investigators trickled down into Jewish 
writings regarding these issues. On this point Allen writes:

  As in so many fi elds in philosophy, the pre-Socratics set the direction of the his-
tory of the concept of woman by asking the fundamental questions… Specifi cally, 
the nature of woman from a philosophical perspective, which worked its way into 
the heart of Jewish considerations, included the Pythagorean table of opposites 
that associated a male with the left and female with the right, Hippocratean medi-
cal theory that associated the male with hot and female with cold, the preoccupa-

22   Genesis 1: 27. 
23   Cf. Sally Kitch. 2009.  Th e Specter of Sex , p.19–20 
24   Sally Kitch. 2009.  Th e Specter of Sex , p. 20. 
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tion with the existence and nature of female and male seed, the association of the 
female with the lower and the male with the higher powers of the soul, and the 
question of the proper spheres of activity for man and woman. 25  

   It is with Plato and Aristotle that the philosophical approach to gender in ancient 
Greek thought takes on another dimension, a dimension which leads to the gen-
eration of new attempts to understand gender disparity through their theoreti-
cal propositions of Plato and Aristotle. Th ese theories seem to provide answers 
to the seminal questions which the pre-Socratics had earlier asked. Th ese later 
Greek thinkers develop theories of sex identity according to their respective per-
spectives on categories such as opposites, generation (or reproduction), wisdom 
and virtue. Plato, as shown in an earlier part of this work, supports a sex unity 
theory typifi ed by a defense of the equality and non-diff erentiation of the sexes. 
Aristotle champions a theory of sex polarity wherein certain parameters illus-
trate the essential diff erences in the sexes. 26  Th e Jewish philosophers Philo and 
Moses Maimonides, among others, weave these theories together with aspects 
of scripture in their own ingenious way to establish a Jewish understanding of 
gender and the particular place of the sexes in the public space.  

    Philo (13 B.C.–54 A.D.) 

 Aspects of propositions made by Pythagoras, Plato and Aristotle regarding the 
concept of woman can be gleaned from the works of Philo. Prudence Allen 
traces these similarities in thought not to a direct infl uence of Pythagorean, 
Platonic or Aristotelian ideas, but to Philo’s familiarity with stoicism, a rich 
deposit of ancient Greek ideas on gender formations. 27  Philo’s views on gen-
eration, which contemporary biology refers to as reproduction, is congruent 
with the Aristotelian biological process wherein the female contributes  passive  
matter while the male gives the active seminal cause that eventually yields the 
begetting of a fetus. Th is gives Philo away as a subscriber to the sex polarity 
theory in gender discourse. In a commentary on the “appropriate” choice of a 
sheep for the Hebraic Passover meal, Philo writes:

  Why is a sheep chosen? Symbolically, as I have said, it indicates perfection, and 
at the same time, the male. For progress is nothing else than the giving up of the 
female gender by changing into the male, since the female gender is material, 

25   Allen, P. 1987. Plato, Aristotle and the Concept of Woman in Early Jewish Philosophy, pp. 89–90. 
26   Cf. Allen, P. 1987. Plato, Aristotle and the Concept of Woman in Early Jewish Philosophy, pp. 90–92. 
27   Cf. Allen, P. 1987. Plato, Aristotle and the Concept of Woman in Early Jewish Philosophy, p. 93. 
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passive, corporeal and sense-perceptible, while the male is active, rational, incor-
poreal and more akin to mind and thought. 28  

   Another similarity to the Aristotelian vision of gender is found in Philo’s work 
regarding the category of wisdom. Here he employs an allegory which identi-
fi es the male person with the higher part of the soul that is considered most 
rational, while the female person is affi  liated with the lower and sundries- 
oriented part of the soul. 29  Philo’s own words read: “In the allegorical sense, 
woman is a symbol of sense, and man, of mind.” 30  According to Allen, the full 
import of such gender progression in Philo’s works is that the woman bears a 
naturally patented fl aw which makes her more susceptible to deception than 
a man when weighty matters are to be determined. She is by nature impaired 
and thus unable to attain right judgment regarding error and the substance 
of truth. In  Questions and Answers on Genesis , Philo notes that a woman is 
more accustomed to be deceived than a man. Th e congruency of ideas on 
women proposed by Aristotle and those advanced by Philo becomes more 
accessible when we consider Aristotle’s earlier arguments that a woman can 
only approximate herself to opinions ( doxa ) since she bears no authority over 
her deliberative faculty ( bouletikon ). 31  Given the predisposition of a woman to 
be more oriented toward material subjects and a man toward discursive mat-
ters, Philo would submit that there are diff erent loci for the agency of males 
and females. While males have the public space as the locus of their infl uence, 
where they engage in  serious  matters of state, females are restricted to operat-
ing from and within the domestic space, the home front, where they function 
as good managers. 32   

    Moses Ben Maimonides 

 Th e principle of hylomorphism, the ancient Greek philosophical theory that mate-
rial objects are constituted of matter, a mere potential, and form, which confers the 
essence of actuality on the material object, is at the heart of Moses Ben Maimonides 
idea of gender diff erentiation. Maimonides holds that the female, being mere mat-
ter, is incomplete and hence has no identity of her own, in just the same way that 

28   Philo,  Questions and Answers on Exodus ,  trans. Ralph Marcus. Cambridge, Mass. and London 1929—
62.v p. 15). 
29   Cf. Allen, P. 1987. Plato, Aristotle and the Concept of Woman in Early Jewish Philosophy, p. 93. 
30   Philo.  Questions and Answers on Genesis.  (at n. 5) I, 37, p. 22. 
31   Cf. Allen, P. 1987. Plato, Aristotle and the Concept of Woman in Early Jewish Philosophy, p. 95. 
32   Cf. Philo.  Questions and Answers on Genesis.  (Philo (a t n. 5) 1, 26, pp. 15–16.). 
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a material thing cannot be said to be if it is not a union of matter (in potency) and 
the form which gives actuality. A woman must in this view be united with a man 
in order to have an identity; otherwise she is formless, limited in state and unable 
to function. It is ironic that the same principle of hylomorphism does not apply 
to the being of the male person, who in Maimonides’ gender theory is complete, 
having both matter and form in himself. Th e male, according to this arrangement, 
has his own identity, and from the plenitude of this identity, he confers identity on 
the incomplete, material female. 33  In this way, Maimonides expresses his own sex 
polarity theory of gender. 

 Regarding the category of wisdom, Maimonides, like Philo, makes a dis-
tinction in the way males and females possess and express the virtue of wis-
dom. Philo teaches that of the diff erent ways in which a person can be said 
to be wise, a woman can be said to be wise only in relation to her ability to 
acquire practical arts. 34  Allen fi nds this quite reductive since it implies that 
“women were wise through a practical knowledge of particulars, rather than 
through a reasoned knowledge of principles,” especially given that knowledge 
of mere particulars is considered to be puerile, partial and exclusive of univer-
sal, grounding principles. 35  

 Th e gender ideas of Moses Ben Maimonides wielded perennial infl uence 
on medieval scholarship. Th e novelty of his work was appreciated during and 
after the time in which it was written. Its translation into Latin—the scholastic 
language—caused Albert the Great to immerse himself and his students (among 
whom was Th omas Aquinas) in translation and study of Aristotle’s works. 
Aquinas was later to revive Aristotelian philosophy in his eff orts to build a 
Christian philosophy. Maimonides is thus reckoned as a bridging agent between 
Aristotelian-based sex polarity theories and western gendered discourse. 36  

 Th e diff erentiated gender roles that are thought to be predicated upon 
a certain biological determinism carry over into the work of the medieval 
philosopher and theologian Th omas Aquinas, who in his  Summa Th eologiae  
employs Aristotle’s designation of females as “misbegotten.” Regarding the 
biologically inspired weakness of the female sex, Aquinas notes:

  As regards the individual nature, woman is defective and misbegotten, for the 
active force in the male seed tends to the production of a perfect likeness in the 
masculine sex; while the production of woman comes from defect in the active 
force or from some material indisposition, or even from some external infl u-

33   Cf. Allen, P. 1987. Plato, Aristotle and the Concept of Woman in Early Jewish Philosophy, p. 100. 
34   Cf. Moses Maimonides,  Th e Guide of the Perplexed,  trans. Shlomo Pines. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 1963, p. 632. 
35   Cf. Allen, P. 1987. Plato, Aristotle and the Concept of Woman in Early Jewish Philosophy, p. 102. 
36   Cf. Allen, P. 1987. Plato, Aristotle and the Concept of Woman in Early Jewish Philosophy, p. 104. 
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ence; such as that of a south wind, which is moist, as the Philosopher [Aristotle] 
observes. (De Gener. Animal. iv, 2) 37  

   In this, Aquinas reiterates the extant position about the fragility and fi nal 
defect that is intrinsic to the human female. However, in a reply to earlier 
objections, he seeks to mitigate what might be understood by an interlocutor 
with a diff erent persuasion as misogyny or an instance of error in the divine 
ordering of creatures by stating that “as regards human nature in general, 
woman is not misbegotten, but is included in nature’s intention as directed 
to the work of generation. Now the general intention of nature depends on 
God, who is the universal Author of nature.” 38  Joel Green considers Aquinas’ 
mitigation of his own view that a woman is a misbegotten individual as his 
defense of God’s creation and a “modifi ed form of complementary equal-
ity between the sexes.” 39  It is important to draw from a complete reading of 
Aquinas’ position on the production of woman that despite the supposed 
complementarity of the sexes which the medieval theologian hints about, in 
the scheme of nature’s aff airs the female is still reduced by her consignment 
to the passive role during “coition.” Th e sexual act, according to Aquinas, is 
the singular moment when the human male, possessing the active power of 
generation, is united with the passive force-endowed female for the genera-
tion of new off spring. 40  

 Th is medieval vision of the sexes, grounded in scripture and scriptural 
exegesis and given further reinforcement by the gleanings from ancient 
thought systems, proliferated in religion. As the social order always main-
tains a link with the people’s religious beliefs, such a gendered binary estab-
lished by high and perennially infl uential medieval theology fi nds its way 
into the formation of the societal ethos, where it takes a fi rm position in 
the ordering of human aff airs. We recall here how the political philosophers 
of the seventeenth century also developed gender views while reclining on 
scripture for ideological support. John Locke, citing scripture, holds that the 
 subordination of women to the faculties and resources of men is a result of 
nature’s own original template and not a result of societal mores. Th is sub-
jection of women to men’s authority is evidenced by women’s pangs of labor 
during child delivery. As such, any attempt to argue for a woman’s right to 

37   Th omas Aquinas, 1981.  Summa Th eologiae , I, Trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province, 
U.S.A: Christian Classics. q.92, Reply to Objection 1. 
38   Th omas Aquinas,  Summa Th eologiae , I, q.92, Reply to Objection 1. 
39   Joel B. Green, 2011.  Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics  Eds. J. Lapsley, R. Miles and A. Verhey. Michigan: 
Baker Academic, 2011. 
40   Cf. Th omas Aquinas, Summa Th eologiae, I, q.92, a.1. 
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masculine freedom is utter foolishness since men and women diff er in their 
animal nature. 41  Sally Kitch draws out the gendered views of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau in the following passage:

  Arguing that Eve’s daughters posed a threat to men, for example, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau (1712–1778), insisted that young girls be trained to please rather than 
to arouse men and to subordinate themselves to men in order to prevent famil-
ial—and by extension, societal chaos. Adult women should also renounce the 
freedom that makes a person fully human (i.e., male), submit cheerfully to the 
will of others, and forfeit other desire for independence. “Never has a people 
perished from an excess of wine,” Rousseau (erroneously) declared, but “all per-
ish from the disorder of women.” All of the evidence he needed for women’s 
inherent untrustworthiness could be found in the female body’s natural cycles. 42  

   Immanuel Kant also supposes that scripture is an appropriate foundation for 
the arrangements of gender in the public space. He refers to Genesis 2 as the 
biblical passage which grounds the political subjection of women to men’s 
authority. By employing a deontology-based argument, Kant promotes a sub-
tle form of complementary relations of the sexes on the terms that men have 
the “right” and duty to protect women, who by the confi guration of nature 
are the “weaker sex,” while women, on the other hand, have a total “right” 
to the protection which men, by their own natural endowments, off er. Kant 
also grants the domestic space to the operation of the woman since she is 
endowed only within this province, and the rest of the world is given to men 
to govern. 43   

    Gender Binaries in Africa 

 An understanding of gender arrangements in Africa must be preceded by a 
clarifi cation regarding the plurality of cultures within the African continent. 
Th e plural entities constituting Africa make Daniel Etounga-Manguelle’s 
question apt here: “Who has the qualities and qualifi cations to speak in the 
name of all?” 44  Th e diversity in language and the varied modes of cultural 
expression across Africa are often cited as reasons for why we cannot predicate 

41   Cf. Sally Kitch. 2009.  Th e Specter of Sex , p. 24. 
42   Sally Kitch. 2009.  Th e Specter of Sex , p. 24. 
43   Cf. Sally Kitch. 2009.  Th e Specter of Sex , pp. 24–25. 
44   Daniel Etounga-Manguelle. 2000. Does African Need a Cultural Adjustment Program.  Culture Matters.  
Ed Lawrence E. Harrison and Samuel P. Huntington. New York: Basic Books, p. 66. 
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any particular attribute to the generality of Africa. I align my position with 
Etounga-Manguelle’s, which is that despite the reality of “vast numbers of sub- 
cultures, there is a foundation of shared values, attitudes and institutions that 
binds together the nations south of the Sahara, and in many respects those to 
the north as well.” 45  Th e import of this is that what is said in this work about 
gender in particular African nations can be extrapolated, for the most part, as 
a general feature of gender discourse in the entire African continent. 

 Th e task of understanding gender diff erences—that penchant for ascribing 
virtue to the male sex while the female is considered “the other”—in Africa cre-
ates the necessity of inquiring into the genesis and cause of such attitudes to the 
sexes. Several contributions in gender discourse have proliferated the view that 
the African man is patently sexist, believing that womenfolk should be commit-
ted to a subservient corner in the scheme of aff airs. Arguments have also been 
made in favor of the opposing view—that African societies were aboriginally 
bereft of gender disparities, such that male and female fl ourished according to 
each individual’s abilities to contribute to wellbeing, until some point when the 
sexes were made into opposing gender binaries by colonial incursion. 

 Oyeronke Olajubu promotes the view that gender is a construct introduced 
into the African space through western incursion into our history. Olajubu 
draws from oral literature of the Yorùbá cosmology in advancing a unique 
scheme which negates the gender arrangement that does not admit females 
into an inner forum to which only males are privy. Olajubu replaces the male-
privileged scheme with a system wherein the sexes are considered on the basis 
of their bio-physical and ontological attributes to function complementarily 
in view of harmony in the society. In defense of the view that females have 
their undeniable space in the scheme of aff airs, Olajubu cites the oral sacred 
text of the  Ifá  divination corpus called  Odu Ose tura,  which recalls the Yorùbá 
cosmogony in which the Supreme Being, Olódùmarè, sent seventeen primor-
dial deities, including  Oșun,  who is female, to occupy the earth. Upon their 
arrival on earth, the female deity was boycotted and not admitted into sacred 
knowledge and decision-making by the other deities, who were all male. In 
reprisal,  Oșun  teamed up with the women of the earth, and they formed 
themselves into the  Iya mi  sorority, a group of women wielding much power, 
which they employed in frustrating the plans and purposes of the male deities. 
Th e sorority caused plagues, famine and total disharmony among humans 
and the whole of nature. On beseeching the Supreme Being for a resolution 
of the many troubles, the male deities were instructed to reconcile with  Oșun . 

45   Daniel Etounga-Manguelle. 2000. Does African Need a Cultural Adjustment, p. 67. 
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Having forgiven the male deities on the promise of inclusion in the sacred 
knowledge, the situation of things reverted to the  status quo ante bellum.  46  

 Two lessons are drawn from the Yorùbá pantheon here, which in many 
ways can be likened to the anthropomorphic Greek pantheon. First, the rec-
ognition which Olódùmarè gave to the female deity and the importance of 
including her in the inner knowledge forum and in the wise administration of 
the earth represents a divine recognition of the complementarity of the male 
and female sexes in humanity. Th is cosmogony goes to say that the original 
plan for the sexes is one in which both sets making up the binary relate and 
function together for societal harmony. 47  Among the Yorùbás of southwest 
Nigeria, the complementarity of the sexes based on the ordinary, bio-physical 
presentation of male and female bodies and the corresponding physiological 
and ontological abilities of each is expressed as a religious prayer for good 
wishes. Th e Yorùbás say  k’ǫdún yi y’abo fún wa,  which is rendered in English 
as “May this year bring us all that the female principle stands for.” Th is prayer 
is drawn from a belief system which designates the female as  abo  (calm) and 
the male as  akǫ  (toughness). 48  Maleness and femaleness as employed here, 
according to the terms of nature, are not diametrically opposed to each other, 
but since the universe according to the Yorùbás is replete with an admixture 
of good and ill  t’ibi t’ire la dá ’lé ayé  (nature was created to be a coincidence of 
good and ill), the complementarity of maleness and femaleness thus consti-
tutes an ontological basis for engendering societal harmony. 

 Pulling back from the cosmogonic perspective on the subject-matter, it is 
important to state that the ordinary social expectation of a Yorùbá woman in pre-
colonial times was that she should exert hegemony within the domestic space. 
Given the patriarchal arrangement of pre-colonial Yorùbá societies, her infl u-
ence as a mother, caregiver and nurturer was quiet or tacit, yet it extended to 
the outer space, where the dynamics of economy and political power had center 
stage. A woman also collaborated with her husband in agricultural  processes and 
other family business interests, albeit in a passive way. 49  Th e tacit freedom which 
women enjoyed under patriarchy saw to it that Yorùbá women could engage in 
their own trade ventures, thus granting them the acquisition of pecuniary powers 

46   Cf. Oyeronke Olajubu, 2004. Seeing Th rough a Woman’s Eye: Yoruba Religious Tradition and Gender 
Relations  Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion , vol.20, no 1, 2004, p. 50. 
47   Cf. Oyeronke Olajubu. 2004. Seeing Th rough a Woman’s Eye: Yoruba Religious Tradition and Gender 
Relations, p. 50. 
48   Cf. Oyeronke Olajubu. 2004 Seeing Th rough a Woman’s Eye: Yoruba Religious Tradition and Gender 
Relations, pp. 42–43. 
49   Odeyemi, J.S. 2013. Gender Issues Among the Yorubas.  Th e International Journal of African Catholicism , 
Winter 2013. Vol. 4, no 1, p. 10. 
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and further access to the socio-political space. Women like Ęfúnșetán Aníwúra, 
the  Ìyálòde  (woman leader) of Ibadan, and Madam Tinubu, the fi rst  Ìyálòde  of 
Egba land, were exceptional in making the best out of the small aperture of 
opportunity opened to women in a mostly patriarchal Yorùbá society. 

 Odeyemi has argued that the British incursion into the Yorùbá space 
advanced the consolidation of gender role diff erentiation in a way that further 
restricted the full functioning of the womenfolk. Th e colonial administrators 
found it convenient to relate with men on matters of state, so that only men 
were co-opted into the public civil service while women were encouraged to 
remain within the domestic enclave and busy themselves with cooking, dress- 
making and housekeeping. 50  As always in any monolithic society, there would 
be a few “deviants.” Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti led Yorùbá women in chal-
lenging the philosophy which kept them in the domestic enclave. Th e protest 
which Ransome-Kuti led against the unfair taxation of women and the exclu-
sion of women from the Egba Central Council culminated in the dethrone-
ment of the Egba monarch who had collaborated with British colonialists in 
the implementation of a male chauvinistic regime. 51  

 Th e complexity of the dynamics of gender relations in South Africa is akin 
to the experience among the Yorùbás in Nigeria. Shaina Hutson has noted 
that “the gender discrimination in South Africa is deeply rooted in the ethnic 
traditions of the multi-cultural communities, as well as by the compliance 
of women themselves. Each culture’s values perceive women as inferior to 
men.” 52  Prior to colonial infl uence , women were actively involved in the 
external social front as a result of the prominent place they occupied in the 
production process of then agrarian South Africa. Th is  status quo ante  changed 
during the colonial epochs, when economic interests moved from agricul-
ture to mining. In this dispensation, women were placed on the fringes, and 
they lost the status and authority they had hitherto possessed, however mini-
mally. Legislations were amended to refl ect a new gender relation order and 
an arrangement in which a woman had access to land, a principal factor of the 
economy, only by virtue of her affi  liation to her husband. 53  

 From the aforesaid, it seems rather obvious that the Yorùbás originally 
operated under a patriarchal system, with minimal opportunity for women 

50   Odeyemi, J.S. 2013. Gender Issues Among the Yorubas. p. 10. 
51   Mba, Nina Emma (1982)  Nigerian Women Mobilized: Women’s Political Activity in Southern Nigeria, 
1900-1965 . Berkeley: University of California, p. 159. 
52   Shaina Hutson. 2007. Gender Oppression and Discrimination in South Africa,  Essai.  Vol. 5, Article 26, 
p. 83. 
53   Cf. Shaina Hutson. 2007. Gender Oppression and Discrimination in South Africa,  Essai.  Vol. 5, Article 
26, p. 83. 
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to express and advance themselves. Th e same is true of the many cultures and 
sub-cultures sharing congruent values, attitudes and institutions south and 
north of the Sahara.  

    Owanlen: A Gerontocratic Gender Preserve 

 Owanlen is the wise old man in traditional Esan community. Friday Eboiyehi 
describes the wise man in the following words:

  Among the Esan, the aged occupied a special place in the heart of Esan families 
and communities. Like every other African society, old age in Esan had a sacred 
status. An older person was seen as drawing closer to the spiritual dimension, 
and therefore as more in touch with the source of knowledge, greatness and 
discernment. He was seen as a representative of the ancestors who holds the 
“okpor” (family staff ). He communed with the ancestors and informed mem-
bers of his family who was to be blessed or warned them against any danger. His 
decision in the family is fi nal and no other member of the family has any right 
to question his decision or authority. He commanded a lot of respect. He is 
addressed as the “owanlen” (the wise one). 54  

   Th e  Enewanlen  or  Ewanlen  (plural for  Owanlen ) occupy very prominent roles 
which place them in a unique position. Th ey know family history and pre-
serve the family’s customs and ancestral values. In the words of Eboiyehi, 
“[It] was their responsibility to transmit the society’s customs and skills to 
younger generations. Th ey settled disputes, ensured proper conduct among 
family members, and were treated as repositories of experience and wisdom. 
Th ey also controlled family land and properties and ensured that members 
had access to them when needed” (Eboiyehi, p. 346). 55  

 All the factors stated above operate in guaranteeing the status of the male 
elders. Female elders are never to be addressed as  Ewanlen  or  Owanlen.  Why? 
Th e word  owanlen  derives from  owanlan,  which translates as “wisdom.” 
Among the Esan people, the word  owanlen  is usually not employed in address-
ing the female elder since wisdom is not to be sought in the thought of a 
woman, no matter how old. Th e elderly woman may be addressed as “the old 
one” or mother, but the concept of  owanlen  is reserved for male elders of the 

54   Eboiyehi, Friday Asiazobor. 2015. Perception of Old Age: Its Implications for Care and Support for the 
Aged Among the Esan of South-South Nigeria,  Th e Journal of International Social Research.  Vol. 8 Issue: 
36, p. 345. 
55   Eboiyehi, F.A. 2015. Perception of Old Age: Its Implications for Care and Support for the Aged Among 
the Esan of South-South Nigeria, p. 346. 
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 community, as wisdom is a virtue found exclusively in male elders. Braveness, 
boldness, strength, aggressiveness, being a lord—a war lord or a lord by title 
acquisition—are the exclusive preserve of male elders. Women are expected to 
be aff ectionate, polite, soft; they are not expected to be able to keep secrets, 
as they are usually considered to be verbose, emotional, simple and obedient. 

 It is the position of this essay that such characterizations fl y in the face of 
our conception of the human person as a rational, reasonable and free agent. 
To deny the female elder the capacity for wisdom is to say that experience, 
which is a source of wisdom, does not count for women among the Esan 
people. If knowledge derives from wisdom and truth resides in the objectivity 
of nature, then it can easily be said that inner claims of certainty and truth, 
when combined, constitute knowledge. And this, of course, is not the pre-
serve of males. History is also dotted with women who have done very well in 
the correct application of knowledge, which is wisdom and understanding. It 
is my belief that virtue ascriptions are to be granted individually, whether to 
males or females, for weakness or strength, stability or ambivalence, integrity 
or corruption, fear or fame. Such qualities constitute a mixture in all human 
creatures. None of these are to be tied necessarily to any gender. 

 A gendered understanding of virtue ascription, to be valid, would need to 
take into cognizance existential facticities that might sway males or females 
to be resilient or unstable, to be noble or ignoble. Since these virtues are not 
ascribable exclusively to either gender, we must appeal to existential human-
ism in drawing conclusions about the nature of the human person.      
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         Background 

 Th is chapter is an addition to existing scholarly literature regarding the theme 
of gender depiction in media practice, particularly as it relates to the portrayal 
or stereotyping of the female sex and the undesirable eff ect of negative gender 
role identifi cation by women. Th is chapter argues for a re-negotiation of gen-
der depiction in media practice through increased functioning of the active 
voices of women, who themselves are at the receiving end of skewed media 
practices. With the widening of the frontiers of gender discourse to include 
the active voices of women, this women’s agency approach to the challenge 
of negative media representation becomes practicable in the quest for greater 
advancement of gender equity. 

 Th e aim of this chapter shall be accomplished in four parts. Gender depic-
tion in the media is discussed in the fi rst part. Th e second part addresses the 
infl uence of media depictions on female audiences and how media users adjust 
to, mirror or identify with the images presented. Th is is followed by an explo-
ration into the idea of agency. Th e fourth part promotes women’s duty to be 
media literate while employing their rational faculties for the purpose of caus-
ing a re-negotiation of attitudes to gender representation in media practice.  



    Gender Depiction in Popular Media 

 It is important to note here that reference to media or popular media in this 
chapter transcends the more traditional means of communication—namely, 
television, radio and the print media—to include the modern, technology- 
driven  new media,  which is portable and interactive. Th e new media, pre-
sented in digital form through the internet, consists of an avalanche of textual 
content, images, music, videos and other materials. Th is material is available 
to users on a large scale via websites and the increasing number of social net-
working platforms. Television series also make available to the general public a 
vast quantity of audio and video content which advances societal perceptions 
of personhood. Th e means of communication, both traditional and modern, 
in today’s world are properly referred to as  popular  in so far as they shape the 
actions and attitudes of members of the public in ways which bear on the 
forms and expressions of human society. 

 Th e media is so infl uential that it is increasingly diffi  cult for individuals to 
maintain an original, unadulterated identity without feeling pressure to conform 
to standard media representations in the public space. Th e increasing ‘creative’ 
powers of the media in shaping views and perceptions is a function of the vast 
coverage of media operations and technological innovations in media practice; 
hence, the media infl uences beliefs and perceptions, both public and private 
(Sharda 2014: 43). 

 In a 1989 paper presented at the World Association of Christian 
Communication, Nancy Mwendamseke expressed the view that negative 
gender depictions are an off shoot of the society, which subjugates women 
to subsidiary roles in development and results in their negative portrayal 
in the mass media (Mwendamseke 1989: 64). Julia Wood ( 1994 ) notes 
the extensive eff ect of popular media on gender imaging:

  Of the many infl uences on how we view men and women, media are the most 
pervasive and one of the most powerful. Woven throughout our daily lives, 
media insinuate their messages into our consciousness at every turn. All forms 
of media communicate images of the sexes, many of which perpetuate unrealis-
tic, stereotypical, and limiting perceptions. Th ree themes describe how media 
represent gender. First, women are underrepresented, which falsely implies that 
men are the cultural standard and women are unimportant or invisible. Second, 
men and women are portrayed in stereotypical ways that refl ect and sustain 
socially endorsed views of gender. Th ird, depictions of relationships between 
men and women emphasize traditional roles and normalize violence against 
women. (Wood  1994 : 31) 
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   She notes the portrayal of men as ‘active, adventurous, powerful and sexually 
aggressive’ while women are portrayed as ‘sex objects who are usually young, 
thin, beautiful, passive and dependent’ (Wood  1994 : 32). Th e female image is 
portrayed in such a way that women are made into ‘ornamental objects’ for the 
viewing pleasure of men. Th ese role stereotypes lend credence to a relationship 
setting in which women are made to be dependent on men, who are presented 
as the independent sex. Th e popular media portrayal of the female body is 
often the cause of undesirable pathologization. Th is phenomenon may pres-
ent in the form of body dissatisfaction, or the negative feeling that a healthy, 
functional body is abnormal and socially unfi t. Th is often results in eating 
disorders, like anorexia nervosa, or body part augmentations or reductions. 

 Popular media distorts the personal and social image of women and wields 
powerful infl uence on the choices they make in terms of diet, sartorial expres-
sion and behavior and overall self-perception in the society. Th e cumulative 
eff ect of this media-infl uenced schema is the mitigation of innate female con-
fi dence and positive social assertiveness, so that the appropriate essence of 
femininity is misrepresented (Sharda 2014: 47).  

    Artifi cial Forms, Adjustments and Role 
Identifi cation 

 One of the major eff ects of ubiquitous popular media is the misrepresenta-
tion of gender, which ultimately culminates in the phenomenon of male and 
female media users viewing or perceiving themselves in distorted and stereo-
typical ways. Th is can lead to long-term, negative eff ects on what individuals 
and the society at large perceive as normal and desirable for the sexes (Wood 
 1994 : 32). Th is phenomenon raises questions about the notion of role identi-
fi cation: What constitutes the identity of a person? How do individuals affi  li-
ate with particular identities or modes of expression? 

 Th e notion of identity in the context of social and behavioral studies is often 
construed in two forms. Identity in the fi rst instance is individual-oriented; 
that is, it is something personal, relating to one person and not to anyone else. 
It is in this form an aggregate of attributes making up the unique character 
that diff erentiates between one person and another. In the second sense, iden-
tity transcends the frontiers of the individual’s space and existence to include 
the varied forms of expression in the public space. Here, identity functions 
as an aggregate of several attributes which diff erent persons share with each 
other in a spontaneous way within specifi c social groups. Social identity is 
thus a shared similarity with others, an expression of social connection. 
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 Since the very nature of the human person as a social being necessitates that 
there must always be social interactions among individuals in the social place, 
identity is prone to fl uidity. Th is fl uidity is typifi ed by the tension existing 
between the individual trying to  fi nd him- or herself  among other persons in 
a plural society and the naturally occurring tendency to connect socially with 
others in the society (Buckingham  2008 : 1). It is important to note here that 
excessive social connection or identifi cation often culminates in a herd com-
plex—compulsive behavior that arises when the individual loses personal ini-
tiative and the freedom of rational choice to the giddy eff ects of peer groups, 
societal conventions and other elements of the external public space (Maurus 
1989: 266). 

 Identity in postmodern society is about making a whole range of choices 
about aspects that cut across appearance, lifestyle, life goals and relationships. 
Identity in postmodern existence is no longer circumscribed merely within the 
ambits of traditional beliefs, customary practices and religious creeds. Hence, 
individuals in the public space often adjust to the new modes of being which 
popular media presents, with the overall eff ect of altering patterns of personal 
role identifi cation among social subjects (Buckingham  2008 : 9; Giddens 
1991). Cultivation theorists argue that television has gradual, indirect, cumu-
lative, signifi cant and long-term eff ects on viewers’ ideas and perceptions 
about how the world is or how it ought to be. According to George Gerbner, 
mass media advances the cultivation of attitudes and values that are already 
inherent in particular cultures. Television primarily maintains, stabilizes and 
reinforces attitudes, conventional beliefs and behaviors already present in a 
society. Th e media functions here by propagating such values and impressing 
them under new formulations upon members of the culture (Gerbner  1972 ). 
Th e import of this is that the values, positive or negative, propagated by media 
are not in themselves wholesale inventions of the media. Th ey often represent 
value currents already subsisting in particular cultures which the media works 
on by either embellishing them in order to foster wider public acceptance or 
by toning them down with the aim of minimizing certain attributes or aspects 
of such values. Th e overall goal of such media interference with societal values 
is to give new form to society’s mode of being. 

 In examining this phenomenon with regard to gender depiction in an African 
media space, it is important to inquire into the forms in which the female body 
was represented prior to the revolution introduced by modern media practices. 
Th e observation by Anthony Synnott that ‘our bodies and body parts are loaded 
with cultural symbolism and so are the attributes, functions and states of the 
body’ (Synnott  1993 : 1) is well illustrated in Nigeria. Taiwo Oloruntoba-Oju 
presents here the Yoruba aesthetics focusing on female pulchritude:
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  Female beauty in particular is inscribed in traditional cultural codes in relation 
to body parts, complexion, overall physiology and aesthetic appearance, often 
subject to a corresponding moral evaluation. Amongst the Yoruba, largely 
located in South-western Nigeria but with socio-political and cultural satellites 
in many other parts of the country, in West Africa and in the African diaspora, 
body parts such as  ẹyinjú  (eyeballs),  ęyín  (tooth/teeth),  ọmú  (breasts) and  ìdí  
(buttocks) occur frequently as central focus in traditional sayings about beauty. 
Specifi c aesthetic values are correlated to the various parts by means of adjectival 
modifi cation, for example from  ẹyinjú  (eyeballs), we have  ẹléyinjú-ẹgé  (‘one with 
delicate/graceful eyeballs’). Th e body parts are adorned, quite literally, in lan-
guage, through similes and condensed similes (metaphors) within the names or 
sayings. Complexion and overall appearance are also rhetoricised in the lan-
guage through sundry names and expressions. (Taiwo Oloruntoba-Oju  2007 : 
5–7) 

   In traditional Yoruba communities, an intending bride was expected to pos-
sess, among other edifying qualities, a round physique mostly typifi ed by a 
narrow waistline and the storage of adipose fat in the arm and buttock regions 
of her body. Th e possession of the culturally prescribed round fi gure by an 
intending bride was held to symbolize beauty and indicate latent fertility. 
Th ese ideals of female pulchritude are also replete in the depictions present 
in other ethno-cultural settings and Nigerian African literature. Th ese literary 
presentations refer to the traditional norms of African aesthetics, particularly 
in the fi xation on those specifi c female physical characteristics earlier outlined 
(Nwapa  1973 : 14; Amadi  1966 : 124; Soyinka  1972 : 22–23). 

 Th ese traditional norms and literary forms of depicting the female body all 
point to the fact that the aesthetic representation of body image is something 
that has always subsisted as a prominent part of African culture. Th ere has 
always been an African aesthetics focusing on the essence of female pulchri-
tude. Given the physical features around the female buttocks; that is, the 
presence of adipose fat in the buttocks, wide hips and the proximity of this 
body part to the sex organs, the female derrière is often considered to be 
emblematic of both aesthetics and female sexuality across cultures in Nigeria. 
Twenty-fi rst-century media has become fi xated on this body part, and indeed 
on other body parts, to the point of encouraging overt female exhibition-
ism, a phenomenon which was not a common feature in traditional African 
socio-cultural life. Th e traditional African focus on the female body was for 
the most part an expression of both aesthetics and sexuality moderated by a 
keenness to preserve certain norms of morality. Hence, such expressions were 
bereft of overt nudity intending to sway the general public into some wild 
orgy or amounting to the covert endorsement of body dysphoria, which in 
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modern times often results in skin bleaching or toning, cosmetic surgery and 
other artifi cial interventions aimed at ‘improving’ the natural presentation 
of the body. What has changed today with advancements in television and 
radio broadcasting and with the powerful infl uence of the new media is the 
predominance of fl uid and liberal modes of representing the female physique 
to the point of objectifying the female sex, making it a source of public enter-
tainment and hedonic satisfaction. 

 Th e observation by Stephanie Berberick that the media defi nes the price 
and essence of perfection in America (Berberick 2010: 1) is also true of the 
Nigerian African context. Prominent media sources presenting models with 
which Nigerian females easily identify are the many entertainment chan-
nels on cable TV and advertisements in the public space, wherein the female 
image is skewed in such a way that overt sensual appeal is employed to sell 
music, videos, products and services to the public. Such depictions present 
the female body as another item for society’s consumerist culture. Th e aes-
thetic models proff ered by contemporary media practice in Nigeria evoke in 
female media users 1  a strong urge to identify with the object-defi ned idea 
of the female person. It is important to note here that while the majority of 
media portrayal of the female body may not be exclusively pornographic, it 
does echo in muted forms the predominant motifs of pornography—namely, 
sex, violence and male domination of women. 

 Female identifi cation with objectifi ed roles depicted in the media is the 
result of diff ering motivations. For instance, postmodern young people moti-
vated by status are known to tune into reality TV series about the hyped expe-
riences and statuses of actors and actresses. Such media users fantasize about 
gaining similar celebrity status and may even go on to alter their bodies, thus 
adjusting to the ‘media standard’ of body presentation (Reiss and Wiltz 2004: 
373). Th e experience of economic poverty also has the force of an impera-
tive urging specifi c patterns of female role identifi cation culled from contem-
porary media depiction. Marketing strategies for various businesses in the 
twenty-fi rst century often incorporate gendered images which oblige females 
who participate in driving market processes to conform to certain body ideals, 
such as a lean or ultra-thin body with appropriate bust and derrière curves, 
a fair complexion and other media-standard body forms. By encouraging 
female body adjustments in view of achieving a particular market-friendly 
body form, economic poverty becomes sexist.  

1   Younger females from the early teen years are better able to identify with cable television entertainment 
series and the avalanche of gendered images portrayed in the new media. Th is age group also infl uences, 
albeit in a gradual and tacit form, the social attitudes of older people (male and female), who in a bid to 
maintain currency with social trends and goings-on adapt to values propagated by postmodern media 
practice. 
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    The Idea of Agency 

 Individual agency in political and sociological discourse refers simply to the 
capacity of the human person, referred to as an  agent,  to act in the public 
space for his or her own wellbeing or for the benefi t of the human com-
munity. It is the individual capacity to understand and deal with particular 
structures of the society, such as race, social class, culture, religion, economics, 
politics and gender dynamics, which may constrain or promote the wellbeing 
and fl ourishing of the person. Th e agent, in engaging social structures, acts 
independently by making rational choices which are meant to culminate in 
the achievement of the good life for the individual. Given this understanding 
and in the context of this discourse, women’s agency is thus the capacity pos-
sessed and activated by women for individual and corporate specifi c, rational 
actions aimed at securing women’s rights, wellbeing and dignity in the public 
space. 

 In particular relation to the idea of women’s agency, Amartya Sen notes:

  I think, fair to say that the agency aspects are beginning to receive some atten-
tion at last, in contrast to the earlier exclusive concentration on well-being 
aspects. Not long ago, the tasks these movements faced primarily involved 
working to achieve better treatment for women—a squarer deal. Th e concentra-
tion was mainly on women’s well-being—and it was a much needed corrective, 
the objectives have, however, gradually evolved and broadened from this ‘wel-
farist’ focus to incorporate and emphasize the active role of women’s agency. No 
longer the passive recipients of welfare-enhancing help, women are increasingly 
seen, by men as well as women, as active agents of change: the dynamic promot-
ers of social transformations that can alter the lives of both women and men. 
(Sen  1999 : 189) 

   While the welfarist and agency approaches overlap, it is important to men-
tion that ‘the active agency of women cannot, in any serious way, ignore the 
urgency of rectifying many inequalities that blight the well-being of women 
and subject them to unequal treatment’ (Sen  1999 : 190). Th is is most true in 
the context of the attempt to re-negotiate media gender depictions in view of 
a balanced media approach to the sexes, given the importance of  catering for 
the primary needs of women as a fi rst step to ensuring their capacity to express 
agency. Having noted earlier that the phenomenon of economic poverty 
has negative eff ects on female role identifi cation with media depictions, the 
advancement of new, eff ective and continuous means of mitigating excruciat-
ing and sexist poverty by governmental bodies and agencies is an urgent fi rst 
step toward encouraging women’s agency. Th e aim of such interventions in 
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this connection would be to de-emphasize the purported glamour and fi nan-
cial security promised by gendered media images and object role identifi ca-
tion by promoting better and dignifying alternatives to ensuring the welfare 
of women. 

 Beyond focusing on the welfare of women as a means of re-negotiating gender 
depiction in media practice, it is expedient to draw on the agency women can 
muster in the twenty-fi rst century. Modern women are increasingly transcend-
ing the position of being merely at the receiving end of welfare interventions to 
functioning as active agents and dynamic promoters of social transformations 
which have far-reaching eff ects on society. Th is assertion is true in the Nigerian 
social space, where there is a robust connection between women’s welfarism 
and women’s agency. In their capacity as active agents for the re-negotiation of 
gender depiction, women are not expected to lie idly in expectation of welfare 
support, no matter how urgent the need might be. When women elect to be 
supported by welfare rather than through their agency, it is tantamount to a 
limitation of the personhood of women. Agency necessitates responsibility, by 
which women (and men) are able to take charge of particular events that defi ne 
their existence. To be an agent is thus an important attribute of personhood; 
it is to be an acting subject and not an object that is acted upon. Women’s 
agency is therefore a means of expressing in a fuller sense the personhood of 
women. Although agency is a simple idea in principle, it has great implications 
for social analysis, practical reason and public action, especially regarding the 
re- negotiation of the pop depiction of gender in the Nigerian media space 
(Sen  1999 : 190). Advancing a re-negotiation of gender depiction in an African 
media space through the instrumentality of women’s agency fi nds support in 
the Senian notion that respect and regard for women’s wellbeing is a function 
of certain variables, such as women’s ability to earn independent income, to 
fi nd employment outside the home, to have ownership rights and to have lit-
eracy and be educated participants in decisions within and outside the family 
(Sen  1999 : 191). Th ese abilities, when predicated to women, have the cumu-
lative eff ect of enhancing women’s agency through their independence and 
socio-economic empowerment.  

    Media Literacy and Rational Women’s Agency 

 Th e feminist scholar Margaret Gallagher, recalling lessons from decades of 
feminist activism and scholarship, highlights the importance of re-negotiat-
ing popular media depictions of gender by focusing on macro-level change. 
Th e rationale is premised on the fact that media representations and gender 
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discourses are typically given form and located within the wider context of 
social, political and economic arrangements. Th e socio-politico-economic 
formations in which these media representations and gender discourses take 
place are themselves supported by specifi c political ideologies, which Margaret 
Gallagher insists must be analyzed and understood before there can be any 
advocacy for change in gender depictions by the popular media (Gallagher 
2014:11). If we are to achieve the goal of attaining what Gallagher refers 
to as ‘gender justice in the media’, then there must be an intervention with 
broad social transformation magnitude. Gallagher, citing the work of another 
feminist scholar, Rosalind Gill, who expresses the importance of such inter-
ventions in more urgent language, says: ‘We need to think of sexism and sex-
ist exploitation as an “agile, dynamic, changing and diverse set of malleable 
representations and practices of power”, and part of the project of feminist 
media studies must be to understand and illuminate “the varied ways in which 
sexism (and its intersections with other axes of power) operates through the 
media”’ (Gill 2011: 62, cited in Gallagher 2014: 11). Understanding the ways 
sexism is projected through the media comes by way of interventions such as 
far-reaching media literacy programs. 

 In support of such media literacy interventions, Julia Wood argues for a 
ratiocinative mitigation of women’s penchant to identify with gendered media 
depictions and prescriptions. She says that women ‘can refl ect on the messages 
and resist those that are inappropriate and/or harmful. We would probably all 
be happier and healthier if we become more critical in analyzing media’s com-
munications about how we should look, be and act’ (Wood, p. 38). Adhikhari 
Sharda makes the following observation regarding the benefi ts which accrue 
from media literacy for media consumers at the micro and macro levels:

  It becomes imperative for us, as the ‘consumers’ of information to become fully 
aware and conscious about what we are imbibing through the various channels 
of the media. To what extent and to what purpose and in what way does the 
information aff ect our thought process, attitude and behavior—these are ques-
tions we need to ask ourselves. Th is is where ‘Media Literacy’ or ‘Media 
Education’ or ‘Media Awareness’ comes as a help. It helps us to critically analyse 
the subtle media messages, its implications and purpose both commercial or 
political, and those who are responsible or behind the ideas and messages. We 
are not only able to more genuinely and consciously appreciate or deprecate 
media messages, ideas and their intentions and implications, but also able to 
react to it in appropriate ways. It provides us with a set of tools for critical, ratio-
nal thinking on media and culture which we can apply to any ‘media product’. 
(Sharda 2014: 48) 
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   Discourses focusing on media-based gender depictions, role identifi cation 
and media literacy as a form of mitigating gendered media practices exist 
within Nigerian academics. But a lacuna subsists in terms of the lack of a 
nexus between what is professed by the gown and the quality of response 
from the town regarding gender depictions within the Nigerian media space. 
Th e pertinent issues here have remained on the fringe of the agenda of civil 
authorities, and the citizenry are often wont to fi nd such discourses rarefi ed 
against the background of other social and economic interests that are con-
sidered weightier. 

 We are induced again by Amartya Sen to inquire into the suffi  ciency 
of media literacy and women’s agency for re-negotiating media depiction 
of gender in the face of plural values in postmodern human society and 
individuals’ self-interest-inspired choices in the market. Th ese are possible 
grounds for objecting to the rational scheme for the re-negotiation of gen-
der inequalities in media practice (Sen  1999 : 249–250). Since it was noted 
earlier in this chapter that the experience of sexist economic poverty and 
the dynamics of marketing strategies are strong catalysts for the promo-
tion of gendered images in the Nigerian media space and corresponding 
female body adjustments to media-standard body forms, it is pertinent to 
raise the question: Is the suggestion of media literacy and women’s agency 
as solutions to these problems merely esoteric? It is important to recog-
nize that money, or economic wellbeing, is also considered by many as a 
value among other values. When faced with the task of prioritizing values 
for human existence, people often embrace values which advance util-
ity before embracing other salutary political or ethical values. Th e verac-
ity of this observation can be attested to in the contemporary Nigerian 
socio-economic space, wherein the quest to satisfy urgent primary needs 
occasioned by obscene poverty renders the pursuit of salutary values, such 
as honesty and, in this particular instance, social advocacy for a balanced 
depiction of gender in pop media, a rather lofty ideal that can be easily 
passed over in pursuit of other ‘mundane’ cares. 

 Th e challenge opened up through the confl ict of plural values, self-
interest- inspired choices in the market, and the need to conserve and pro-
mote women’s dignity via agency must be resolved through simultaneous 
eff orts to balance welfare needs and promote values which enhance dig-
nity in African women. Th is approach is contingent upon the reality of 
the situation in Nigeria, where primary human needs are not yet satisfi ed 
across the board for all citizens.      
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         Introduction 

 It often seems that we are beset by threats and crises: the threat of a possible 
collapse of the Eurozone or of another fi scal crisis, of a rogue nation acquiring 
and using nuclear weapons, of diseases like Ebola or an infl uenza pandemic, 
of extremist groups and terrorism, and on and on. Yet as serious and worrying 
as each of these threats is, they all pale into insignifi cance in comparison to 
one single threat to humanity and our world, the threat of ecological disas-
ter. With the world’s human population increasing from 1 billion in 1850 
to more than 7 billion less than two centuries later (Roser  2015 ), and with 
a predicted population of 11 billion by 2100 (Gerland et  al.  2014 ), envi-
ronmentalists have dubbed our age the “anthropocene” because of the sheer 
magnitude of the impact on the earth’s ecosystems human activity has had in 
recent centuries. 

 As our numbers rise and our need for food and energy increases, we threaten 
to deplete natural resources, destroy habitats and ecosystems, and cause pollu-
tion and degradation at an unprecedented scale. It is now said that our gen-
eration is presiding over the sixth mass extinction the earth has experienced, a 
cataclysmic risk to biodiversity that threatens to be more serious than that of 



the mass extinction caused by an asteroid hitting earth that ended the age of 
the dinosaurs. We are losing vertebrate species at a conservative estimate of 22 
times the natural background rate (Kaplan  2015 ). And that is not the worst of 
it. Th e threat of climate change as a result of anthropogenic global warming is 
arguably the most serious threat ever faced by our species as a whole. Unless 
swift action is taken to reduce emissions and mitigate the worst eff ects of 
warming, we face catastrophic changes in the earth’s weather patterns that will 
lead to increasing incidences of ever more extreme weather events, fl ooding 
of coastal habitations, massive migrations, food crises, disease pandemics and, 
ultimately, increased confl ict and war (Global Humanitarian Forum  2009 ). 

 Th e jury is no longer out. Climate change scepticism has been thoroughly 
debunked by an overwhelming consensus among scientists (Cook et  al. 
 2013 ). Proponents of scepticism have been relegated to the ranks of those 
with a pathological inclination to conspiracy theories, to the lunatic fringe 
(Lewandowsky et  al.  2015 ). Th e eff ects of climate change are also becom-
ing more and more visible in the present. 2015 is already on track to be the 
hottest year on record, edging out 2014. Of the hottest 15 years recorded, 
13 have occurred since 2000 (Climate Central  2015 ). Th e extreme weather 
events that dominate the news are increasing in frequency and intensity: 
fl oods, droughts, unprecedented heat waves, record cold winters, increasingly 
serious wildfi res, extreme hurricanes. Glaciers continue to retreat and polar 
ice to melt, trees and shrubs are taking over what was tundra, coral reefs are 
dying as a result of increased sea temperatures (IPCC  2014 , 40–53). Never in 
recorded history has our species faced so serious a threat, and it is mostly of 
our own making. 1  Th e single biggest issue confronting humanity today is the 
threat to the environment. If the work of philosophers is to deeply examine 
and critically refl ect on the human condition and experience, there can surely 
be no subject more urgently in need of philosophical engagement than that 
of how we as humans interact with the natural environment. Th is applies as 
much to African philosophers as to any others. 

 Environmental ethicists have long maintained that the fundamental causes 
of the current ecological crisis are philosophical in nature. No philosophy or 
ethic that does not account for how we should value the natural environment 
can be complete. Yet, relatively little attention has been given to these mat-
ters by African philosophers. In this paper, I argue that if African philosophy 
is to be relevant to the needs and interests of the people of this continent, 

1   According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change: “It is extremely likely that more than 
half of the observed increase in global average surface temperature from 1951 to 2010 was caused by 
anthropogenic increases in [greenhouse gas] concentrations and other anthropogenic forcings together” 
(IPCC 2014, 48). 
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considerably more work needs to be done to develop African eco-philosophy 
and environmental ethics. Furthermore, I show that there is a great deal in 
African thought, indigenous values and philosophy that can deeply enrich our 
discourse with respect to the environment. Th ere is a largely untapped wealth 
of indigenous knowledge and wisdom regarding how we ought to relate to 
the natural world that deserves to be brought to light and refl ected on philo-
sophically. Finally, I argue that any eff ective response to the environmental 
challenges that face Africa and the world will require commitment and buy-in, 
not only from governments and leaders, but from the people of the continent 
themselves. Th is is more likely to be achieved if the necessary changes in human 
behaviour are grounded in existing, indigenous moral notions and values with 
which the people of Africa are already familiar, which makes the project of 
developing African eco-philosophy an even more pressing imperative.  

    The Need for Eco-philosophy 

 Th e fi rst claim I wish to defend is that philosophy itself is incomplete and 
inadequate if it fails to address our relationship with the natural environment, 
and that African philosophy needs to avoid making the same mistake largely 
made by Western philosophy until recently of overlooking the importance of 
how we value the natural world. 

 Environmental ethics began to develop into a specialised sub-fi eld of 
applied ethics in the 1960s and 1970s. At a time of great social upheaval in 
many parts of the world, it was becoming clear to many that one of the great-
est challenges facing humankind in the second half of the twentieth century 
was the threat of an ecological crisis. Biological and ecological science had 
shown how interconnected the world’s ecosystems were and how damage that 
caused an imbalance in one part of natural systems could have seriously harm-
ful eff ects in other parts of such systems. Pollution, loss of natural habitats and 
the depletion of resources did not have only a local impact; what appeared to 
be a looming environmental crisis was in fact a global issue. Increasingly, envi-
ronmentalists raised concerns about the extent of the damage humans were 
doing to the natural environment and the urgent necessity for a change in our 
behaviour. Environmental ethics (or eco-philosophy) developed into a dis-
tinct fi eld of philosophical enquiry in the context of this growing ecological 
consciousness (Palmer  2003 ). And one of the fi rst and distinctive insights of 
the nascent fi eld that would become known as environmental ethics was that 
the ecological crisis was philosophical in nature (Leopold  1949 ; Routley  1973 ; 
White  1967 ). Th e threat to the biosphere was humanity and our behaviour 
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as a species. Th e potential for ecological cataclysm was under our control. We 
were the cause of the threat, and only we could act to avert the threat. Th us, 
the early environmental ethicists laid the blame for the ecological crisis on 
how we as humans value nature. Lynn White Jr, an historian, argued that 
much of the damage done to the environment, especially by the industrialised 
nations, had its roots in the Judaeo-Christian tradition. A dominant motif 
in this tradition holds that God created the world for the benefi t and use of 
humankind, placing humans in a superior position in creation. Th is sense of 
an entitlement to dominance over nature encouraged careless and reckless 
use of resources. For White, it was Christianity’s worldview that was largely 
responsible for the ecological crisis, so he and others argued for the need for a 
change in worldview (White  1967 ). White and the other early environmental 
ethicists were, of course, quite right. As long as we as a species continue to 
believe that nature is ours to do with what we will and that we as a species 
have a right to dominate all other natural beings, we are not likely to seek to 
protect and preserve the biosphere. 

 It was this fundamental sense that the causes of environmental degrada-
tion were essentially philosophical, grounded in how humans value nature, 
that led environmental ethics to follow a trajectory that was fairly unique for 
a fi eld of applied ethics. Whereas in most fi elds of applied ethics the empha-
sis is on applying existing moral theories and principles to specifi c practical 
issues, environmental ethics has been characterised by a deep questioning of 
moral theories themselves. More and more theorists began to question the 
adequacy of the familiar theories of deontology, utilitarianism, virtue ethics 
and the like to provide the theoretical grounding for ecologically responsible 
human action (Light  2002 , 426–427). For the most part, these theories had 
hitherto rested on anthropocentric assumptions. Environmental philosophers 
rightly questioned how these moral theories could do the work of challenging 
humankind to change its behaviour suffi  ciently to avert an ecological crisis. 
Th is concern was expressed in calls for the need for an altogether new ethic, 
an ethic that set aside species chauvinism and strong anthropocentrism—an 
ethic that would acknowledge intrinsic value in other natural entities; an ethic 
that would respect the fundamental ecological reality that ecosystems and the 
biosphere as a whole are characterised by complex inter-relationships, and 
that harm to one part of nature has an impact on other parts of nature. 

 Historically, Western philosophy went astray by failing to recognise the 
central importance of questions relating to how we value the natural environ-
ment and by embracing anthropocentrism; the world continues to pay dearly 
for this error. It would be a pity if African philosophy repeated this error. Th e 
early voices in environmental ethics were right—no ethic can claim to be 
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complete or adequate if it does not explain our moral obligations not only to 
humans, but to other life and to nature itself. Furthermore, ethics as a branch 
of philosophy does not stand in isolation; ontological notions inform ethical 
discourse, as do aesthetic values. Ontology and aesthetics are as bankrupt 
and incomplete as ethics if they fail to take account of non-human life and 
the biosphere. African philosophy needs to embrace eco-philosophy or it will 
fail—as much as Western philosophy did until relatively recently—to be com-
plete and adequate. Th ere has been a paucity of work by African philosophers 
dealing with the environment or the value of non-human nature, although 
this has changed to some extent in recent years. Some African philosophers 
have been doing very meaningful work in these areas recently. Th ese include 
Workineh Kelbessa ( 2005 ,  2011 ,  2014 ), Chigbo Ekwealo ( 2012 ), Matthew 
Izibili ( 2005 ), Fainos Mangena ( 2009 ), Munyaradzi Felix Murove ( 2004 ), 
Amuluche Nnamani ( 2005 ), Segun Ogungbemi ( 1997 ), Harvey Sindima 
( 1990 ) and Godfrey Tangwa ( 2004 ). While this is a welcome trend, much 
more needs to be done in developing African eco-philosophy.  

    The Need for Philosophy to Address the Threat 
to Humanity Entailed by the Ecological Crisis 

 A second reason for the necessity of African philosophy to engage in eco- 
philosophy and environmental ethics is the challenges the people of Africa 
face if the impending ecological crisis is not averted by timeous and eff ec-
tive global action. Th is argument rests on an assumption that philosophy—in 
particular, ethics—ought to address important challenges to human survival 
and fl ourishing, and that the more pressing and serious those challenges, the 
more important it is for philosophers to address them. I take it that there is 
suffi  cient consensus on this for me not to need to defend this claim in any 
depth here. Th at it is in the nature of philosophy to address important aspects 
of the human condition is a truism. Th us, threats to the very existence of our 
species must be worthy of philosophical attention. Th e potential ecological 
crisis is the single greatest threat to our species, and as such it is something 
that philosophy as a whole must give serious attention to. While this is true 
for all philosophy everywhere in the world, I think it is especially true for 
African philosophy, a claim I will now defend. 

 Th e consequences of climate change that would result from insuffi  ciently 
constrained anthropogenic global warming are projected to be very serious for 
humanity as well as other life on earth. What is particularly alarming, though, 
is that the eff ects are likely to be most harmful to those communities that are 
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already the most vulnerable and least privileged. Th e “Climate Change 2014: 
Synthesis Report” published by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
warns that communities that are already vulnerable due to socio-economic and 
other factors are at increased risk of harm from the eff ects of climate change:

  Th e character and severity of impacts from climate change and extreme events 
emerge from risk that depends not only on climate-related hazards but also on 
exposure… and vulnerability… of human and natural systems. Exposure and 
vulnerability are infl uenced by a wide range of social, economic and cultural 
factors and processes that have been incompletely considered to date and that 
make quantitative assessments of their future trends diffi  cult... Th ese factors 
include wealth and its distribution across society, demographics, migration, 
access to technology and information, employment patterns, the quality of 
adaptive responses, societal values, governance structures and institutions to 
resolve confl ict…. 

 People who are socially, economically, culturally, politically, institutionally or 
otherwise marginalized are especially vulnerable to climate change and also to 
some adaptation and mitigation responses… 

 Climate-related hazards exacerbate other stressors, often with negative out-
comes for livelihoods, especially for people living in poverty….Climate-related 
hazards aff ect poor people’s lives directly through impacts on livelihoods, reduc-
tions in crop yields or the destruction of homes, and indirectly through, for 
example, increased food prices and food insecurity (IPCC  2014 , 54). 

   In essence, the eff ects of climate change will be skewed. In many cases, it will 
be communities who contribute the least to anthropogenic global warming 
that will face some of the most serious consequences. Th is will be true for 
many parts of the African continent. African philosophy urgently needs to 
give attention to this serious threat to the well-being of the people of this con-
tinent. Just as African theorists have been compelled to address the challenges 
of colonialism, political oppression, racism and cultural and economic impe-
rialism, so they must confront the injustice inherent in climate change and 
its eff ects. As the global community sets about trying to fi nd agreement on a 
plan to reduce the causes of warming and to mitigate the worst of the eff ects 
of climate change, the world’s most marginalised, least powerful and most 
vulnerable will need to be represented by leaders and negotiators with courage 
and a common purpose to ensure that already existing inequities are not sim-
ply perpetuated and exacerbated by whatever deal is eventually reached. Th ese 
are matters of such import and urgency with respect to the future well-being 
of the people of Africa that they surely deserve the concerted and focussed 
attention of African philosophers and other theorists.  
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    African Thought Has Much to Contribute 
to Eco-philosophy 

 A third reason it is imperative for African philosophy to address the environment 
is that there is much of value that African thought can contribute to the ongo-
ing development of eco-philosophy. I have pointed out that environmental 
ethics has diff ered from other fi elds of applied ethics inasmuch as it has chal-
lenged existing moral theory rather than just applying theory to applied ques-
tions. In a sense, environmental ethicists have had to be pioneers of a whole 
new ethic—one that is able to account for our moral obligations to the envi-
ronment. Given that they were entering new and unchartered philosophical 
waters, it is understandable that many of these theorists broadened the scope of 
their enquiry into ecological values beyond the confi nes of traditional Western 
philosophy. Since they were searching for new ideas on how our fundamen-
tal moral theories could be adjusted to take account of the biosphere, they 
were open to looking for these ideas in the thought of non- Western people. 
Consequently, much work was done in which the indigenous eco-philosophies 
of diff erent cultures and religions were drawn on as sources for ideas that might 
assist in the quest for a true environmental ethic. Perhaps the most comprehen-
sive and infl uential attempt at this is the monograph  Earth’s Insights,  written by 
one of the leading fi gures in environmental ethics, J. Baird Callicott ( 1994 ). 

 Callicott, in a global survey of ecological thought in non-Western world-
views, was able to fi nd many very valuable ideas in the indigenous eco- 
philosophies of the world—ideas that could enrich the quest for a truly 
environmental ethic. But when it came to Africa, he admitted to fi nding very 
little of promise to environmental ethics. What he encountered was what 
seemed to him to be an intractable problem. African thought appeared to 
be—in his mind—hopelessly mired in anthropocentrism. Traditional African 
thought, as far as he could tell, was focussed on human interests alone, and 
any valuing of nature would only be for its instrumental value to humans 
(Callicott  1994 , 158). I contend that Callicott was wrong in his conclusion 
about the potential contribution African thought can make to eco-philosophy 
and wrong about African thought being thoroughly anthropocentric. I will 
now argue that African thought is not necessarily inherently anthropocentric 
and that there are a number of African ideas about humans and their relation-
ship with the environment that off er much that is promising to environmental 
ethics. In other work I have made this argument in much greater depth than I 
am able to do here. For now I will focus only on two important contributions 
African thought can make that can enrich our environmental discourse. 
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 First, I counter the claim that African thought is anthropocentric by quoting 
what a number of African philosophers and other theorists have to say about 
humans and the kind of relationship they ought to have with nature. Godfrey 
Tangwa from Cameroon claims: “Th e pre-colonial traditional African meta-
physical outlook… impl[ies] recognition and acceptance of interdependence 
and peaceful coexistence between earth, plants, animals and humans” (Tangwa 
 2004 , 389). Th e Congolese theologian Benezet Bujo writes: “Th e African is 
convinced that all things in the cosmos are interconnected. All natural forces 
depend on each other, so that human beings can live in harmony only  in  and 
 with  the whole of nature” (Bujo  1998 , 22–23). Zimbabwean- born Munyaradzi 
Murove speaks of “…an ethical outlook that suggests that human well-being 
is indispensable from our dependence on and interdependence with all that 
exists, and particularly with the immediate environment on which all human-
ity depends” (Murove  2004 , 195–196). Malawian Harvey Sindima describes 
an African worldview that “…stresses the bondedness, the interconnectedness, 
of all living beings” (Sindima  1990 , 137). Ghanaian Kofi  Opoku says: “Th ere 
is community with nature since man is part of nature and is expected to coop-
erate with it; and this sense of community with nature is often expressed in 
terms of identity and kinship, friendliness and respect” (Opoku  1993 , 77). 
Workineh Kelbessa of Ethiopia describes the moral code of the Oromo people, 
saying that it “…does not allow irresponsible and unlimited exploitation of 
resources and human beings… It refl ects deep respect and balance between 
various things. Th e Oromo do not simply consider justice, integrity and 
respect as human virtues applicable to human beings but they extend them to 
nonhuman species and mother Earth” (Kelbessa  2005 , 24). 

 A common theme in all of these quotations is a belief in an essential inter-
dependence or interconnectedness between humans and all other natural 
entities. What is more is that this belief underlies a moral obligation to treat 
nature with respect. Of course, it would be naive to deny that human interests 
are a central concern in African morality, but they are not the only concern. 
Human interests are seen as inseparably bound together with the interests of 
other aspects of nature. Th e well-being of people depends on the well-being 
of other natural entities and vice versa. Traditional Western views of nature 
have set humanity apart from the biosphere. failing to recognise this very fun-
damental sense in which it is simply not possible to do so. Pursuing human 
well-being without consideration of the well-being of other natural entities 
is impossible. Th e science of ecology teaches us the same thing. Ecosystems 
are characterised by the need to maintain a balance ensuring the well-being 
of their members. Harm to one part of a natural system is capable of causing 
harm to other parts of the system and even to the system as a whole. 
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 Th is African notion of the interdependence of nature holds out much 
promise for environmental ethics. It does not pit anthropocentric concerns 
and eco-centric concerns against each other. It acknowledges that the well- 
being of humans ultimately depends on the well-being of nature, and because 
nature contributes to our good, we also need to respect the good of other 
natural entities. In a sense, much African thought suggests that humanity 
is part of a community of nature, and just as members of a community co- 
operate for the good of all, so should we co-operate with nature. What the 
early environmental ethicists realised was that the causes of the ecological 
crisis lay in a traditional Western value system that separated human interests 
from those of the rest of nature. What was wrong with anthropocentrism was 
not so much that human interests were prioritised; it was that it was simply 
foolhardy not to realise that human interests could not be pursued without 
taking into account the interests of the rest of nature. It was setting ourselves 
apart from the rest of the natural world instead of seeing ourselves as interde-
pendent with nature that was the fundamental mistake. Th e African notion 
of the interdependence of nature off ers much potential for eco-philosophy. 

 Another important contribution that African thought can make to envi-
ronmental philosophy relates to the question of moral obligation towards 
future generations. One of the things that distinguishes environmental ethical 
issues from many others is that environmental harms typically have an impact 
over an extended period of time. When non-renewable resources are depleted, 
or species driven to extinction, or habitats irrevocably lost, the impact is per-
manent. Th e eff ects of pollution may not always be permanent, but they can 
last for many years and even generations. Nowhere is this concern more press-
ing than when it comes to the issue of global warming: the eff ects of our 
continued reliance on fossil fuels to meet our energy requirements will be 
felt for generations to come. Indeed, some of the worst eff ects will only be 
felt generations from now. We are not just harming the currently living; our 
action or inaction now will have a severe impact on the well-being of future 
generations. But do we have any moral obligation to future generations? In 
terms of our behaviour, it is clear that we have given very little consideration 
to the needs of posterity in recent decades. We have almost exclusively con-
cerned ourselves with the development needs of the present. In so doing we 
have placed the well-being of those who will inherit the earth from us in grave 
danger. And some Western theorists have argued that there is no moral wrong 
in this. Each generation ought to look after itself, and human ingenuity is 
such that future generations will fi nd their own way of surviving in the world 
they have inherited. Others have suggested that we may have some obligation 
to future generations but that our moral responsibility to the future should 
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be discounted over time, much like economists discount the monetary value 
of assets over time. Th e further generations are from the present, the less of 
a responsibility we can have for them (Goodin  2003 , 445). Many Western 
philosophers have acknowledged a basic intuition that we do have a moral 
obligation to future generations, but they have become bogged down in theo-
retical problems associated with conceiving of such duties. Th ey have asked 
how it can be that we can have obligations to beings that do not actually exist, 
whom we can never know, who can never reciprocate any sacrifi ces we make 
on their behalf, and whose needs in some future time we cannot anticipate 
now (Partridge  2003 , 429–432). 

 Th is is all in stark contrast to what some African theorists have to say about 
the possibility of obligations to future generations. Kwasi Wiredu expresses 
incredulity about views that deny or question the existence of such obliga-
tions. He writes:

  Of all the duties owed to the ancestors none is more imperious than that of 
husbanding the resources of the land so as to leave it in good shape for posterity. 
In this moral scheme the rights of the unborn play such a cardinal role that any 
traditional African would be nonplussed by the debate in Western philosophy as 
to the existence of such rights. In upshot there is a two-sided concept of stew-
ardship in the management of the environment involving obligations to both 
ancestors and descendants which motivates environmental carefulness, all things 
being equal. (Wiredu  1994 , 46) 

   Wiredu is not alone in associating moral obligations to future generations 
with beliefs about ancestors. Murove writes that the Shona notion of  Ukama  
(relationality) entails not only a responsibility for the well-being of the living, 
but also for future persons. He suggests that our well-being in the present is at 
least partly a function of what ancestors have done on our behalf, and that it is 
equally true that the well-being of future generations depends to some extent 
on what the present generation does. He writes:

  Th e ethical aspiration of doing good beyond the grave is an explicit expression 
of immortality of values. In the same vein, this ethical ideal can be discerned in 
the Shona notion of ancestorhood—a notion that is mainly based on the 
 conviction that there is solidarity between the past, present and the future. 
Th ose who are still living re-enact their relatedness with the past through rituals 
of remembrance, the living (the present) enter into communion or fellowship 
with their ancestors… [T]he present will contribute to its own existence into 
the future when it has become the past. Th rough anamnestic solidarity, the 
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communal life of the living (the present) and that of the ancestors (the past) is 
re- enacted as a gift to be shared and passed on to posterity. (Murove  2004 , 184) 

   Bujo also associates ancestors with duties to posterity, suggesting that the 
“ethical community” for Africans includes the living, the ancestors and the 
yet to be born. (Bujo  1998 , 27) 

 I have unpacked this notion in some detail in other work and argued that 
it is both promising and plausible (Behrens  2012 ). For now, it will suffi  ce 
to say that there are two very interesting claims made by these African phi-
losophers that are worthy of serious consideration. What is more, neither 
of these claims relies on any actual belief in the existence of the ancestors 
as a real presence in the world or of their continued infl uence over people 
or events. Clearly, many would fi nd these metaphysical beliefs problematic. 
What counts, though, are these two ideas. Firstly, the land—broadly con-
strued as the natural environment—is not owned by the present genera-
tion. It is a resource that is shared across generations. As such, we are not 
entitled to treat the environment as we like. We are required to preserve 
it for the use of those who will follow us. Th is is a useful corrective to the 
pervasive Western notion that the environment is ours to do with what we 
will. It is as much shared with the future as it is with those who are cur-
rently living (Behrens  2012 , 183–185). Th e second important notion is 
that the “ethical community” (as Bujo calls it) extends across generations. 
Th e basic idea is that we exist in a community with past and future genera-
tions. Not only are we interdependent with other natural entities, but there 
is an interdependence temporally as well between succeeding generations 
of people. Th is temporal interdependence similarly entails an obligation 
to promote the good of those whose well-being is tied up with ours. Th is 
obligation is also unpacked in terms of gratitude. We ought to respect our 
ancestors by being grateful for how they ensured that we would inherit an 
environment in “good shape”, and we can express that gratitude by ensur-
ing that we do the same for our descendants (Behrens  2012 , 185–188). 

 Again, there is much promise in these African notions about duties to 
future generations. And they may go some way towards overcoming a seem-
ing blindness of the West to the intractability of our duties to our descen-
dants. According to John O’Neill, there is a “…temporal myopia that infects 
modern society. Th e question of obligations to future generations is posed in 
terms of abstract obligations to possible future people who are strangers to us. 
Th e argument is premised on the lack of a sense of continuity of the present 
with both the past and the future” (O’Neill  1993 , 46).  
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    Appealing to Existing Values and Beliefs Is More 
Likely to Elicit Buy-in 

 Th e fi nal argument I want to make for why African eco-philosophy must be 
developed is that an eff ective response to the environmental challenges that 
face Africa and the world will require commitment and buy-in, not only from 
governments and leaders, but from the people of the continent themselves. 
Th is is more likely to be achieved if the necessary changes in human behaviour 
are grounded in existing, indigenous moral notions and values with which the 
people of Africa are already familiar. In providing a rationale for his study of 
diff erent eco-philosophical world views, Callicott writes:

  A persuasive environmental ethic, however, cannot be constructed  de novo.  It 
must be located in a more general cognitive context, and it must retain continu-
ity with the moral ideas and ideals of the past… 

 Th e revival and deliberate construction of environmental ethics from the raw 
materials of indigenous, traditional, and contemporary cognitive cultures repre-
sents an important step in the future movement of human material cultures 
toward a more symbiotic relationship—however incomplete and imperfect—
with the natural environment. (Callicott  1994 , 5) 

   What Callicott is hinting at is that a crucial characteristic of a truly envi-
ronmental ethic is that it needs to resonate with the public. Th e ecological 
crisis we face is not going to be successfully addressed by a few philoso-
phers and ecologists writing books and papers claiming that we need to 
change the way we value nature. Politicians and policy makers will need 
to be pressed by popular opinion to make the radical changes necessary to 
avert a crisis. In parts of the world—such as Western Europe—progress 
towards cutting greenhouse gas emissions has been driven by popular pres-
sure. More pressure is necessary to ensure that a workable and viable deal 
on climate change mitigation is struck. 

 Th e people of Africa will need to take up the challenge and demand 
policies and action plans that will save this continent from the dire con-
sequences of not acting now. Th is requires buy-in from ordinary citizens, 
and it is much more likely that this will be achieved if we appeal to values 
and beliefs already familiar to Africans. Th is claim needs more defence 
than I have space for here, but suffi  ce it to say that it is an important rea-
son for why African philosophy urgently needs to give much more atten-
tion to the environment.  
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    Conclusion 

 I have argued that no philosophy can be said to be complete and adequate 
unless it addresses how we ought to value and treat the natural environ-
ment. Th is applies as much to African philosophy as to any other. I have also 
claimed that, given the serious threat that the ecological crisis—especially 
climate change—represents for the future well-being of people of this conti-
nent, African philosophy must address ecological issues. Furthermore, African 
thought has much to off er to the ongoing project of trying to develop a truly 
environmental ethic. Finally, I have claimed that since buy-in from the public 
is necessary to achieve the policy changes necessary to avert an ecological crisis, 
it is important to off er the people of Africa reasons to support such changes, 
and appealing to familiar values and ethical notions is likely to be an eff ective 
means of doing so. It is imperative for us to develop African eco-philosophy.     
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         Introduction 

 Opinions diff er as to what objects call forth an aesthetic response. Undoubtedly, 
it remains a basic point that aesthetic experiences are fundamental and basic 
to art. Attesting to this point of view, Titus and his colleagues affi  rm that we 
refuse to call anything art that does not possess aesthetic worth or value. 1  Th ey 
observe further that in much contemporary as well as traditional aesthetic 
theory, art is what is beautiful and what is not beautiful is not art. Traditional 
art theories from this viewpoint hold that discord and irregularities are not 
beautiful; hence, they are not art. 2  

 In the history of philosophical thought, the phenomenon of beauty has 
always proved to be of great interest, and its unravelling is perhaps still unsat-
isfactorily attended to. Hence, there has been recent, growing interest in the 
examination and analysis of the aesthetics of places and cultures whose theories 

1   T. Harold and S. Marilyn,  Living Issues in Philosophy  (Melbourne: DvarnNostrand. Co.2002), p.178. 
2   Ibid. 



contrast with those postulated by individual scholars such as Immanuel Kant. 
It is within this trend that this chapter can be located.  3  ,   4  ,   5  ,   6  ,   7  

 It is on record that the African considers aesthetic judgment not merely 
from the point of view of pure administrative excellence, as suggested by 
Kant’s notion of “disinterestedness”. Th ere is a broader scope of aesthetic 
appreciation in which utility, value and preservation of communal ideals, 
which oftentimes are transferred from one generation to another, play a 
formidable role. Th is attitude is invariably born out from Africans concep-
tion of beauty. Th is paper examines the nature of African aesthetics with a 
view to exposing the limitations of Western theory, with emphasis on Kant’s 
position. 

 My goal in this paper is to explore aesthetic conceptions in African con-
texts. I show primarily that the ideas of pure aesthetic expression, apprecia-
tion and evaluation, still pursued in Western aesthetics, have hibernated in 
African aesthetics. Aesthetic expression and appreciation varies from context 
to context within the African understanding; its uniqueness is found in the 
complementarity of the functional and utility facets. Aesthetic judgments in 
African traditions would not depend on the individual subject but on the 
social whole that defi nes meaning, aesthetic or otherwise.  

    Elements of African Aesthetics: Art, Beauty 
and Nature 

 Art in many societies in traditional and contemporary Africa, and perhaps 
even those in the Diaspora, is life as it is lived on a daily basis. By implication, 
to separate art from daily existence and constrict art to a display media (visual 
or non-visual) would be regarded by indigenous African people as errant and 
incomprehensible nonsense. 8  Art distinguished from nature forms part of 
Kant’s theorization. He explains diff erent kinds of arts, for example, fi ne art, 
agreeable art and so forth. In his view, art is diff erent from nature as making 
( Facere ) is diff erent from acting or operating ( Agere ). 9  He further states: “By 

3   Ibid. 
4   Ibid. 
5   Ibid. 
6   J. Dewey,  Art as Experience,  (New York: Capricorn Books, 1985), p. 47. 
7   M. A. Izibili,  Philosophy of Art and Literature: A Concise text  (Port Harcourt, Josemaria Prints, 2010), 
p. 63. 
8   I. Kant,  Critique of Judgment , (Oxford: OUP., 1952), p. 523. 
9   Ibid. 
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right, it is only production through freedom i.e. through an act of will that 
places reason at the basis of its action that shall be termed art.” 10  

 Beauty arises out of an awareness of a harmonious relation of the faculty of 
representation, a relation that is independent of any concept. Th e “purposive- 
ness” or intention of the representation is indeed without purpose and cannot 
be determined by concepts or rules. For any work of art to be described as 
beautiful, such should not be done with recourse to any law or rule imposed 
upon it consciously or otherwise by any human intellect. Simply put, such 
as “beauty requires ‘art for the sake of art’”, without any reasonable reason(s) 
for its production. Kant asserts that aesthetic experience is hindered by any-
thing short of the above, or once standards or rules are attached. Th is position 
negates or contradicts the understanding of art and art works in Africa. 

 Bewaji asserts that art develops from the existential circumstances of the 
people and retains a commitment to the glorifi cation and edifi cation of life. 
Unfortunately, there exists a kind of superfi cial understanding of art in the 
Western psyche. Th is doubtless has to do with technological advancement 
and mass media. Cyberspace has the ability to aff ect our lives through new 
artistic expressions, which if properly understood could be harnessed for 
much-talked-about development in the areas of socio-political, economic, 
technological, moral, cultural and even religious activities. 11  

 Kant posits: “Th e fi nality in the product of fi ne art, intentional though it 
may be, must not have the appearance of being intentional i.e. fi ne art must 
for example be clothed with the aspects of nature though we recognise it to 
be art.” 12  In other words, the product of art must seem to us to have a defi nite 
human purpose in nature. Th e Kantian viewpoint, which likely fl ows from 
his ethical convictions of “duty for duty’s sake”, does not describe vividly the 
nature of the aesthetic from the African standpoint. 

 In the African aesthetic, it is signifi cantly diffi  cult to say that an artistic 
project or piece is devoid of intention. Art is a product of the human mind, 
and we assume that there are most likely some intentions in the mind of the 
artist. Beauty is said to be in the eyes of the beholder, perhaps because we see 
diff erently and because we possess appreciative capacities of diff erent degrees. 
No wonder, then, that beautiful objects are made with the intention to pro-
duce a beautiful thing. We may ask at this point, what is intentionality in art? 
We will make some eff ort to answer this and other related questions in the 
next part of this paper.  

10   Ibid. 
11   J.A. IsolaBewaji, Black Aesthetics, Beauty and Culture: An Introduction to African and African Diaspora 
Philosophy of Arts,  (London: Saverance Pub. Services, 2012), p. 251. 
12   Kant,  Op. Cit. 
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    Intentionality in African Art 

 As has already been highlighted earlier in this paper, arts are of various classes. 
However, there exists a kind of bottom line that helps in demonstrating the artist’s 
intention. Th e arts in Africa do not conform to the thesis of art for the sake of art 
as posited by the likes of Kant. Rather, they fulfi l more than the ordinary aesthetic 
appetite, visually speaking. Langer claims that the foremost intention of art is the 
possibility for one to express what he may not have been able to express ordinarily, 
without resorting to, for example, music and paintings. 13  Bernice Johnson Reagon 
adds impetus to the idea of the hidden intention often found in most art works, 
especially the ones done by Africans at home or in the Diaspora. In her words, 

“I was working with fi lmmakers on the Africans in America team who wanted 
slave songs, and they kept saying some of the songs sent were too...jolly. I told 
them that African-Americans would never have made it through slavery if they’d 
done only the mournful stuff . Th ink about black people coming to freedom 
with hope and wanting to know about their children, wife, husband, mother. 
Four million people who somehow have survived but are stunned because they 
had to absorb losing so much, who are going on in spite of losing so much, and 
fi nding a way to shout despite losing so much. With us laughter and tears are 
very close together; dancing and moaning are very close together” 14  

 Th ere is another intention an African artist may convey while creating his/
her works. Th is intention could be an avenue to express what he/she as an 
individual has experienced in life (positive or negative). Th is is exemplifi ed 
in most African writing, for example by Chinua Achebe, Ngugi Wa Th iongo 
(formerly James Th iongo Ngugi) and Wole Soyinka, whose major assignment, 
as it were, is explanation of colonialism in Africa. Another dimension to this is 
that art fulfi ls the intention of re-stating the historical experience of a nation, 
thereby establishing identity which can be either personal or communal. For 
example, the “Unknown Soldier” statues in most Nigerian major cities are 
adorned with wreaths laid during the annual Armed Forces Remembrance 
Day celebrations. Other examples include tribal marks, as commonly seen 
among the Yoruba in western Nigeria, and tattoos, which have assumed a very 
prominent place in America at the close of the century. 

 Th e annual Nigerian Army Day, for example, helps to uphold the stanza 
of the national anthem which says “the labour of our heroes past shall never 

13   S. Langer,  Philosophy in a New Key , (U.S.A. Harvard University Press, 1942), p. 45. 
14   M. Kernan, (ed) “Conveying History through song”, in  Smithsonian, ( New York: Lexington Avenue, vol. 29. 
no. 11, February 1999). p. 16. 
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be in vain…”. 15  Disclosure of what is in one’s mind or expression of one’s 
feelings, for example via a designed artistic card sent by a young man to a 
female friend, can also be a purpose of art. It helps to express how he feels at 
that time. Th e feelings expressed may not be necessarily one’s own, but those 
of one’s race, nation or even of all men. 

 Th ere are diff erences between material objects and intentional objects: 
While the material object is exactly what it is said to be, the intentional object 
is a sort of grammatical notion. It is in a stage of potency and not actuality, 
following the Aristotelian viewpoint. Th e intention encountered in art works 
may be either real or fi ctional. It is possible, however, for intentions to be 
misplaced or misconceived. For example, a hunter mistaking his father for a 
stag and therefore killing his father does not satisfactorily explain the hunter’s 
intention, which is the genuine desire to kill a stag. 

 In the same vein, we should be quick to mention that there is a capacity 
inherent in virtually all rational beings to express themselves artistically with-
out conscious reliance on rules/laws. Th is is a natural endowment in humans 
that distinguishes some as geniuses. Th ere exist some diff erences between the 
way the beauty of nature can be appreciated versus that which carries the 
artifi cial touch. In most cases, the “unseen” in the “seen” arts is required for 
estimating the beauty of most types of art, like fi ne arts, which is the produc-
tion of beautiful objects.  

    The Expression of Beauty in African Aesthetics 

 Immanuel Kant identifi es a contrast between beauty in art and that which 
is present in nature. Th e contrast, which is found in nature outside us and 
in that which is intentionally created by artists, who are specially gifted by 
nature, is quite evident in Kant’s preference for natural beauty over artistic 
paintings. According to Kant, in estimating the beauty of a natural object, 
one does not necessarily need to possess a concept of what sort of thing the 
object is intended to be. 16  As an addendum, however, he adds that if an object 
is presented as a work of art and is to be declared beautiful, a concept of what 
the object of art is intended to be must fi rst be laid as its basis. 17  

15   Th is expression is better understood in the context of the Nigerian national anthem, in which the 
labour of those often referred to as heroes in the past is revered. 
16   Kant, op. Cit. 
17   H. W. Cassirer,  A Commentary on Kant’s Critique of judgment,  (New York: Barnes and Noble 1970), 
p. 183. 
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 It is clear that both natural objects and works of art can function as objects 
of taste judgments. Meanwhile, only pure judgments of taste are needed to 
yield paradigms of aesthetic judgments. Th is pure judgment of taste, accord-
ing to Kant, is only a possibility with natural objects. Th is is because only 
nature can excite pleasure without reference to concepts. 

 As Kant says, “In estimating beauty of art, the perfection of a thing must 
be taken into account—a matter which in estimating the beauty of nature is 
quite irrelevant.” 18  Kant sees fi ne art as displaying superiority via the beautiful 
description it often gives to things that would be ugly or displeasing in nature. 
Succinctly put, Kant defi nes the beauty of nature as a beautiful thing and the 
beauty of art as a beautiful representation of a thing. 19  

 In the African thought system, beauty stands as a comprehensive aesthetic 
idea. Although there may seem to be no consensus on what beauty is and 
what features of the common experience should be called beautiful, certain 
ideas regarding the conception of beauty permeate the diff erent African cul-
tures. Th is is the main thrust of our discussion in this section of the paper. 

 Beauty among Africans is not conceived only in works of art but also in 
physical characteristics or qualities of the human person. African aesthetics 
considers the beautiful to consist more in the life of a person than in events, 
scenes and works of arts. 20  However, Okafor fi nds it rather curious that in 
many African languages, the term “beautiful” also encompasses the morally 
good. 21  In his viewpoint, the term “beautiful” is a commutative term, which 
means that as it denotes one thing it connotes another. It denotes the object of 
beauty and connotes its goodness in behaviour or in function. Kwame Gyekye 
adds to the African conception of beauty thus: Beauty is seen not only in 
works of art and in the human fi gure but also in moral behaviour and indeed 
in humanity itself. 22  

 It is a common feature in Western aesthetic tradition to see beauty, irrespec-
tive of its form of expression, as possessing at least a criterion for judgment. 
It is this judgment that Kant precisely calls aesthetic judgment, by which a 
thing is deemed beautiful or not. In African aesthetic evaluation, one does not 
fi nd the idea of beauty in that which is considered merely pleasant, as opined 
by Kant. Rather, Africans evaluate quite diff erently, just as their conception 
of beauty would suggest. However, before an explanation is deliberately made 

18   Ibid. 
19   I. Kant, Op. Cit., p .  480. 
20   Gyekye K.,  African cultural values, (Philadelphia: Sankofa Pub. Co. 1992), p. 131. 
21   F.  U. Okafor, “African Aesthetics Value: An Ethno-philosophic Perspective” in Frontiers of Trans-
culturality in Contemporary Aesthetics… . 
22   Gyekye K.,  Op. Cit. 
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on the nature of the African standard (as it were) of aesthetic evaluation on 
beauty, it is useful to discuss briefl y some of the known features of one of the 
means through which beauty is expressed in African art. 

 Objects that stand as products of art are traditionally considered worthy of 
sustained appreciation and enjoyment in most African cultures. Th ey include, 
amongst other things, paintings, sculptures and music. Art for the African, 
stands not only as an instrument of entertainment or a thing practiced for its 
own sake. Its conception is wider. For example, art stands for the African as 
an instrument for expressing cultural solidarity, self-suffi  ciency and diff erence 
from others. 23  It generally points to something other than itself. It plays a 
role and performs a function. Artefacts from this  artistico-social  consciousness, 
thus, do not possess value just for their sake. Th e artistic value lies in their 
functional ability. 

 Functionality in African arts, put simply, denotes that the art (be it visual, 
auditory, poetic or otherwise) is designed to serve practical and meaning-
ful purposes. In explaining the functional role of art, Pantaleon Iroegbu, in 
his article entitled “Artistic Grandeur: Th e Real Symbolic Nature of African 
Arts”, employs as his example the artistic creation of the African village layout. 
He unequivocally explains that man is a social being and must have a social-
izing space. 24  In most cases, the socializing space is usually the village centre. 
Th is accounts for the fact that it harbours the village grove, the market and, in 
some cases, the village hall and the palace. 

 Iroegbu observes that the continuity and progress of the village depends 
largely on the assurance of security. 25  Similarly, Nwangboje describes the ele-
ments of security and survival as the two important essentials that are directly 
built into the social fabric of the community. 26  Th e uniquely central nature 
of the socializing space earlier described plays the role of ensuring that all the 
people can easily observe what is happening there and can also quickly see 
oncoming strangers, who must pass between family houses to reach the cen-
tre. According to Aniakor, this is an added advantage that ensures the security 
of the entire village. 27  Th e art of village planning here represented realizes an 
excellence that is quite functional. Functionality, according to Iroegbu, brings 
art home and renders it relevant to the artist and his cultural community. 

23   W. Faggand M. Plass,  African sculpture and Archaeology,  (New York: Danton Vista, 1964), p. 7. 
24   P. O. Iroegbu, “Artistic Grandeur: Th e real symbolic Nature of African Art” in  Enwisdomization Journal, 
vol. 2, no. 1, 2002/2003. pp. 40–41. 
25   Ibid. 
26   H. Bidermann,  Dictionary of Symbolism, New York Facts on File Pub. 1992, p. Vii. 
27   S. I. Nwangboje, “Traditional Art in the Traditional past” in the  Nigerian Magazine,  Lagos: 1976 no. 
119, p. 37. 
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 Besides the functional aspect of African art is its symbolic character. 
William Fagg remarks that the elements of symbolism and mysticism have 
always maintained pride of place in African traditional art. However, he limits 
his assessment to sculptural forms of art. 28  Kwame Gyekye also observes that 
symbolism stands as a potent medium of artistic production, expression and 
appreciation. In artistic creation, particularly, meanings and ideas are given 
expression, such that they do not stand just for what is observable but for 
something deeper. 29  

 Th e symbolic character of African art attracts the likes of Hans Biedermann, 
who opines that symbolism is present wherever an object, which he regards 
as a signifi er, communicates anything beyond its superfi cial exterior. 30  Th is 
view no doubt gives more credence to the fact that the symbolic nature of 
African art stems from the communicative role art plays in African culture. 
Leo Tolstoy, responding to the fundamental question of what art is, opines, “In 
order correctly to defi ne art, it is necessary, fi rst of all, to cease to consider it as 
a means to pleasure and to consider it as one of the conditions of human life.” 
Th erefore, art in his view is nothing else but “one of the means of intercourse 
between man and man”. 31  Th e expression of the values within the community 
and the communication of feelings are both important to the well-being of 
any society. For the African, both fi nd an outlet symbolically through the arts. 

 Okafor asserts that art, in whatever form, is not only culturally bound but 
is also an expression of the collective vision of the people. Th e poet, the singer 
and the painter are all giving expression to communal ideals, whether spiri-
tual or material, physical or metaphysical. 32  Diff erently but complementarily, 
Berndtson says that African works of art, be they visual, musical, kinetic or 
poetic, are used to convey the unfamiliar with the familiar, the abstract in the 
concrete, the discursive in the intuitive, the spiritual in the physical; in gen-
eral, to communicate the non-sensory through the sensory. 33  

 Symbolism in the African arts, summarily put, gives expression to the peo-
ple’s inner feelings. Iroegbu sums up the distinct character of the symbolic 
nature of African arts thus: “[T]hrough symbolism, the African art puts forth 
an unmistakable message of beauty and power in the life of the community 

28   C. Aniakor, “Space and Concepts in the Architectural Planning of Igbo Village”  Nigerian Magazine, 
Lagos: No. 130 1980, p. 39. 
29   Gyekye K.,  African cultural values, (Philadephia: Sankofa Pub. Co. 1992), p. 131. 
30   W. Fagg, “Th e Dilemma which faces African Art” in  Th e Listener,  London: September 13, 1951, vol. 
48, p. 414. 
31   H. Bidermann, Dictionary of Symbolism ,  ( New York facts on fi le Pub. 1992), p. vii. 
32   L. Tolstoy, Op. Cit . p. 818. 
33   F. Okafor,  Op. Cit. p. 154. 
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and individual; a message that is deep and locked through symbolism in the 
arts.” 34  Now that we have seen the African arts from the functional and sym-
bolic points of view, the stage is set to take a cursory look at the African 
standard(s) of aesthetic evaluation or judgment; if properly understood, they 
give a comprehensive account of the nature of African aesthetics, which is 
signifi cantly diff erent from the Western conception.  

    African Aesthetic Judgment 

 Th e African standard of aesthetic judgment is as peculiarly distinct as the 
African conception of beauty. Principally, the criteria rest on the conception 
of art as possessing the following features, amongst others: purposeful, func-
tional and symbolic. Th ese features encompass what beauty should be or what 
constitutes beauty from the African standpoint. 

 Within this conceptual framework, an external observer might encounter 
an irony in which an “aesthetically ugly” object is held to be beautiful in so 
far it fulfi ls the function for which it is designed. 35  Ekwuru observes that in 
many other cultures, especially in Western cultures, the modern concept and 
notion of art for art’s sake tends to confi ne the concept of the aesthetic to 
the sensual perceptibility of excellence in proportions or forms that appeal 
disinterestedly. 36  

 However, as earlier stated, African art—for example, Igbo traditional art—
is created and arises as an answer to practical problems and therefore serves 
practical ends. Arts and aesthetics in this way become part and parcel of life. 
Th is fact means that they are not to be admired or appreciated disinterest-
edly 37 ; rather, with functionalism, beauty of appearance naturally becomes 
a secondary issue. Flowing from the above, it is obvious that African art 
has the peculiar nature of attracting to itself an outstanding evaluative pat-
tern. An examination of the African mask would help explain this position 
comprehensively. 

 Basically, the mask in most African societies is produced by artists with the 
primal intention of inducing certain emotions in beholders during the perfor-
mance of certain rituals and other traditional ceremonies in which it is used. 
Performers in masquerades in most African cultures are regarded as visitors 

34   A. Berndstone,  Op. Cit.  p. 36. 
35   P. O. Iroegbu,  Op. Cit . 
36   G. Ekwuru, “Towards an African Ethno-aesthetic: An Igbo case study”, in  WAJOPS,  Vol. 3, December 
2000, p. 52. 
37   Ibid. 
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from the land of the dead who appear on special occasions. Th ey represent 
the spirits of the ancestors. Okafor alludes to the above picture painted about 
masquerades when he says, “No one would expect a masquerade  representing 
an elder from the  spirit world  to look handsome and energetic. No. It has to 
be a fi gure with a wrinkled face, wearing grey hairs, fragile and  fatigued .” 38  
Th e beauty or otherwise of a mask is judged, against the backdrop of Okafor’s 
position, by the extent to which these qualities are  manifested . 

 Onyewuenyi also attests to the simple but important fact that a mask, 
despite its ugly appearance, is judged beautiful and good if used correctly 
in the movement of the dance to depict the divine power induced through 
the rhythmic incantations and sacrifi cial rites of the communal ceremonies. 39  
By the same token, other objects of art, in the African viewpoint, have their 
aesthetic value and interpretation within which context their beauty is inter-
preted and judged accordingly. 

 It is a known fact that one of the important criteria of aesthetic value and 
judgment is what is succinctly referred to as “appropriateness or fi ttings”, as 
described by Gyekye. 40  “Appropriateness” relates to the suitability of the work 
of art. For instance, the beauty of apparel designed for a burial ceremony relies 
on the extent to which appropriate colours are employed in its production. 
Colours are used depending on the culture and the ceremony that is involved. 
For example, use of red and pink in an outfi t to be used for the burial of an 
old man among the Yorubas would not be aesthetically appreciated. Th is is 
because red among the Yorubas connotes confusion and is often associated 
with the devil, “Esu”. Th e beauty of the design of the cloth lies in the use of 
colours by the artist that are in accordance with the people’s traditional visual 
thought system. 

 Th e nature of aesthetic evaluation varies from one type of art to another. 
Kwame Gyekye explicates the nature of aesthetic evaluations in various kinds 
of arts, like performing arts, literary arts and crafts. In his view, in the per-
forming arts the quality of presentation forms the basis of aesthetic evalu-
ation and judgment. 41  Th e aesthetic appreciation of singing derives from, 
among other things, the quality of the singers’ voices, the composition, the 
style of delivery, the signifi cance of the words and, again, appropriateness. 42  

38   F. U. Okafor,  Op. Cit. 
39   I.  C. Onyewanuyi, “Traditional African Aesthetics: A Philosophical perspective”,  International 
Philosophical Quarterly IPQ.  Vol.  Xxxiv No. 3, 1984. p. 242. 
40   Gyekye K.,  African cultural values, (Philadephia: Sankofa Pub. Co. 1992), p. 131. 
41   Ibid. 
42   Ibid. 
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In Gyekye’s words: “To be aesthetically appreciated and valued a musi-
cal performance must arouse the involvement of the audience because in 
the traditional African society, music making is a participatory communal 
activity.” 43  

 Th us, a piece of music is judged beautiful based on the extent to which 
the end described above is achieved. Dance, on the other hand, is evaluated 
by reference to qualities of body movement, signifi cance and style, as dance 
assists its performer and the audience, if any, in the spiritual act of renewal. 
Th e literary arts of epic poetry, storytelling and folktales are among the means 
by which Africans seek to give expression to their traditional moral, social and 
religious values and ideals. 44  All of these possess didactic relevance because 
they are evaluated aesthetically in terms of their eff ectiveness in inculcating 
into youth traditionally cherished and revered values. 45  

 Other forms of art in Africa include basketry and carvings. Th ey oftentimes 
fulfi l multiple purposes, including decorative and religious functions. Th ey 
can be evaluated against the backdrop of the style and the fi nishing quality 
as well as by the materials used, which may guarantee the durability or oth-
erwise of the total work. Beauty is also experienced and appreciated in plants 
and, undeniably, in humanity. Indeed, the human being possesses an aesthetic 
value. He must, above anything else, be appreciated for his own sake, for it is 
generally believed that the state of being human is sacred and beautiful. On 
the other hand, based on the African conception of beauty and what an ideal 
man should be, there exist certain qualities upon which the aesthetic evalu-
ation and appreciation of man is built, or against which man is aesthetically 
assessed. 

 Th e beauty of a human person can manifest itself in physical, intellectual 
and moral forms. 46  However, for the African, beauty is seen and appreciated 
most in the character and conduct of the person rather than in the physical 
form. Gyekye, in explaining this, reminds us that standards of aesthetic value 
are constantly impinging themselves on moral valuations, such that what is 
morally good also appeals to the aesthetic sense. 47   

43   Ibid. 
44   F. I. Okafor,  Op. Cit.,  p. 157. 
45   BabolinProduzion di senso , cited in G. Ekwuru, WAJOPS, 2002, op. Cit. p. 157. 
46   K. Gyekye,  Op. Cit.,  p. 133. 
47   D. Nwoko,in  New Cultures: A Review of Contemporary Arts , Ibadan, Vol.1, 1979, p. 3. 
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    Conclusion 

 Th e nature of African art has been the concern of this paper. We have examined 
various arts and art works in Africa with a view to positing the in-depth mean-
ing and value attached to them. To summarize, there are two important points 
that need to be taken into consideration in our quest to understand African 
aesthetic evaluation and judgment: African aesthetic appreciation rests mainly 
on a conception of beauty; and the African sees beauty as derived from the 
inner meaning and essence (being), as well as from the purpose which the 
object of beauty fulfi ls. Beauty is thus utilized and applied in a wider scope. 
Nwoko affi  rms the fact that in Africa, our criteria for measuring beauty and 
ugliness are based on materials that are found or grown on African soil. He 
adds that the rationale for our conception of beauty is only justifi ed within 
the truths of the African culture. 48  

 However, this does not and should not be seen as suggesting that beauty 
in the African arts is only functional, or that the arts have no aspect of pure 
administrative excellence. 49  African art is symbolic and functional, and it pos-
sesses a purely aesthetic dimension. Aesthetic judgments diff er signifi cantly 
from moral judgments in that they perhaps have no reference to universal and 
necessary assent. Moral judgments, on the other hand, are concerned mostly 
with the behavioural side of life. Aesthetic judgments in Western thought are 
concerned with the emotions felt, or the subjective side of life. Th is is not the 
case with the nature of African art. 

 Art to an African, in conclusion, represents more than the seen paintings, 
sculptures, weavings and so forth. Hence, one would be correct to say at this 
juncture that African works of art, be they visual, musical, kinetic or poetic, 
are used to convey the unfamiliar with the familiar, the abstract in the con-
crete, the discursive in the intuitive, the spiritual in the physical—in general, 
to communicate the non-sensory through the sensory. Th is is the nature of 
African aesthetics known both at home and, perhaps, in the Diaspora.     

48   P. O. Iroegbu,  op. Cit. 
49   Ibid. 
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       Th is essay is an attempt to answer what it mean to be human in modern 
Africa by looking at life and philosophy in their interrelatedness. Its point of 
departure is some issues raised by recent events in the history of an African 
country, namely, Nigeria. 

 In the countdown to the 2015 general elections in Nigeria, three issues 
featured most prominently in campaign speeches and political commentaries: 
corruption, insecurity and the economy. By corruption is meant the fi nan-
cial inducement that the average Nigerian is compelled to off er if an issue 
as simple as getting a document signed by a government bureaucrat is to 
be resolved. By insecurity is meant the Boko Haram insurgency in parts of 
northeastern Nigeria, which has cost thousands of lives and destruction of 
property. Where there is insecurity of life and property, and where fi nancial 
inducement is an unlawfully imposed prerequisite for profi table economic 
activity, the environment is hostile to economic investment. 

 Th e electorate is faced with the task of discerning who among the candi-
dates canvassing for votes can provide the leadership that will address these 
issues. But the task is not as simple as casting a vote. Th e electoral process 



is crucial to good management of common life for the sake of the common 
good. It is this good management of common life that is appropriately called 
politics, and politics aff ects the quality of life of Nigerians and Africans. Th us, 
the electoral process and its outcome have consequences for the quality of life 
of the citizens. When a polity is deprived of good management, the common 
good is elusive, and the quality of life of the citizens remains abysmally low. 

 Now, good management of common life fl ows from an adequate concep-
tion of human existence. Politics is for man and not man for politics. It is 
human beings who have the obligation to engage in politics because it is 
human beings who live in the  polis . Politics is how the  polis  is shaped so that 
the  polis  becomes fi t for human habitation. Th ere is, therefore, a need to know 
who or what the human being is so as to know what type of  polis  is good for 
the human being. You cannot build a habitation for beasts and expect human 
beings to be comfortable in it. Fundamental to the task of engaging in the 
electoral process is the human question: What does it mean to be human? Th e 
purpose of this brief essay is to attempt to address this question. But fi nding 
an answer to this and related questions is a diffi  cult task made even more dif-
fi cult by the current intellectual climate. 

 Th e visible infl uence of the natural sciences and the corresponding tangible 
accomplishments of technology are so undeniable that the temptation has 
become almost irresistible to measure the utility of any academic discipline 
by the measure of its conformity with the triple canon of visibility, tangibility 
and profi tability. It is fashionable to assume that science and technology can 
provide mathematically certain solutions to the question of what it means to 
be human. Although the academic province of philosophy is where the human 
question is posed and where the answer begins, the value of philosophy as 
an academic discipline of utility is, in the prevailing intellectual climate, far 
from self-evident. Philosophy is believed to be confi ned to the sector of the 
“abstract” and the “speculative”; it is often viewed as being unrelated to life 
because life itself is measured using the paradigm of science and technology. 

 I intend to argue that the quality of life in our  polis , that is, life rightly 
understood, is itself dependent on philosophy rightly understood. But neither 
of these two notions lends itself to pedestrian defi nition. And that raises two 
questions: What is philosophy? What is life? Th ese two questions need to be 
addressed in preparation for answering the human question. In the fi rst part 
of this essay, I shall explore what philosophy is and how it is done. In the sec-
ond part, I shall provide a critique of the technocratic conception of life that is 
sometimes presented as the only solution to the human question. In the third 
part, I shall propose a sapiential anthropology as a necessary requirement for 
the question of the quality of life of Nigerians and Africans. 
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 Th e issues of corruption, insecurity and the economy, to which I referred 
at the beginning of the essay, are symptoms of an absence of the institu-
tions needed to protect citizens as they seek fulfi llment of the core ideals they 
share in common. It is my contention that these issues are best addressed by 
a sapiential approach, which this essay adopts. According to this approach, 
philosophy, understood simply as love of wisdom, regulates love of life in the 
search for the common good. It takes lovers of wisdom to establish a nation, 
that is, to form an association of human beings who share common core ide-
als, and to establish institutions that will protect them in their pursuit of those 
common core ideals. But human beings cannot form any association without 
an adequate understanding of what it means to be human. Answering the 
human question is itself a prerequisite for the attainment of nationhood, and 
the attainment of nationhood is a prerequisite for qualitative existence. 

    Love of Wisdom 

 It is perhaps easier to arrive at a consensus on what philosophy is than it is 
to arrive at a consensus on what life is. We know what philosophy is, and 
we learn how to philosophize the way we know what it means to drive a car 
and how a car is driven. We know what philosophy is when we observe what 
philosophers do, and we learn to do what philosophers do by imitating phi-
losophers, that is, by doing what philosophers do. But we must take a critical 
look at the way philosophy is taught. 

 Here I touch on why I am critical of the way philosophy is taught in many 
of our Nigerian universities and Catholic seminaries. It is presumed that phi-
losophy is learnt by reading about philosophers. Pay attention to commentar-
ies and to the history of thought and you will be able to think. Th at seems to 
be the epistemological and pedagogical strategy. 

 Commentaries are useful. As Hans-Georg Gadamer points out, inspired by 
Martin Heidegger, commentaries furnish the interpreter with fore-meanings 1 : 
“But understanding achieves its full potentiality only when the fore-meanings 
that it uses are not arbitrary. Th us it is quite right for the interpreter not to 
approach the text directly, relying solely on the fore-meaning at once avail-
able to him, but rather to examine explicitly the legitimacy, i.e. the origin and 
validity, of the fore-meanings present with him.” A commentary is as good as 
the commentator who is able to discover “that there is a diff erence between 

1   Read Hans-Georg Gadamer,  Truth and Method  (New York: Seabury Press, 1975) 235–275. 

15 Philosophy and Existence in an African Condition 219



our own customary usage and that of the text.” 2  Commentaries, even the best 
of them, have their limitations. No matter how good it is, the commentary 
is not a substitute for personal engagement with the text of a philosopher. 
Aristotle or Kant or any other philosopher is best studied by reading his text, 
not by reading what others have written about his text. 

 To this one must add that reading a text in its translated version is not the 
same as engaging the text in its original language. For language is the vehicle 
in which a philosophy is conveyed. A philosopher has a right to speak for 
himself and a right to be read and heard in his own language by the reader 
of his writings. An adequate curriculum of philosophy requires knowledge of 
languages. But there is also the imperative of history. Philosophers have an 
obligation to make a case for history. No one can philosophize outside history 
and without a sense of history. History of thought ought to be taught. 

 Th e obligation to engage the text is an obligation to respect the historicality 
of the text and of the interpreter of the text. For philosophy is a conversational 
activity that is several hundred years older than the philosopher. It is not just 
the case that by paying attention to the history of thought you will be able to 
think; it is also the case that by thinking you will pay attention to the history 
of thought. To philosophize is to take history seriously, and to take history 
seriously is to philosophize. For history itself is not just a gathering of raw 
facts but a gathering of interpreted facts, and interpretation is the work of 
philosophy. To philosophize is to be engaged in and contribute to an ongo-
ing conversation, a conversation that began before the intending philosopher. 
At least two implications must be drawn from this reciprocal relationship 
between history and philosophy. 

 First, our curriculum of philosophy must engage us in the study not only of 
the present, but of the past and the present. Th is view is against the tendency 
to do philosophy as if it began and ended in modernity or post-modernity, and 
against the tendency to do philosophy as if it began and ended in antiquity. 

 Secondly, if the philosopher intends to make any intelligent contribution 
to the conversation that philosophy is, he must listen to the interventions of 
antecedent interlocutors. He must converse with those who got into the con-
versation before him. Th e philosopher must attain a good grasp of the history 
of the conversation of philosophy. It is the challenge of critical engagement 
with and diff erentiated acceptance or rejection of antiquity and modernity. 
In concrete terms, and no one demonstrates this better than Plato, philoso-
phy is dialectic ( dialectio ); it is, literally, two (or more) readings of a text, a 
hermeneutical accomplishment made possible by intellectual collaboration. 

2   Hans-Georg Gadamer,  Truth and Method  237. 
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It is this collaboration that ensures that philosophy does not degenerate into 
 philodoxa —a love of adversarial and inquisitorial argumentation—which is 
not the same as  philosophia— a love of wisdom. 

 Th e study of philosophy is not achievable by limiting oneself to reading 
commentaries. In harmony with the spirit of  dialectio  that  philosophia  is, it is 
by reading and studying the writings of philosophers, not just commentaries, 
that one studies history, and it is by studying history that one learns to phi-
losophize. Read Plato’s dialogues, study the manner in which Plato’s Socrates 
engages in dialogues, and you learn right away that the philosopher is a spirit 
who ceaselessly raises questions about the best way to live. Marie-Dominique 
Chenu’s detailed account of the procedure of documentation in medieval uni-
versities sheds light on the relationship between  lectio  and  quaestio , between 
dialogue and question. A  lectio  (reading) gives way to  quaestio , and the  quaes-
tio  is resolved by way of  dialectio  (two readings) in  disputatio . Every encounter 
with a text by way of reading raises questions in the minds of readers, and 
their resolution comes by way of disputation. 3  

 A question is a quest. So, a philosopher is in quest. What is the object of 
this quest? It can be identifi ed by recalling Socrates’ famous rebuttal at his 
trial. Arraigned in an Athenian court, accused of impiety and corruption of 
the young, his accusers asked the jury to be careful in trying him because he 
was a clever speaker. Opening his defense in words that delight and teach, 
Socrates the accused person turned his accusers into the accused. An orator, I 
am not, orators, my accusers are.

  I do not know what eff ect my accusers have had upon you, gentlemen, but for 
my own part I was almost carried away by them—their arguments were so con-
vincing. On the other hand, scarcely a word of what they said was true. I was 
especially astonished at one of their many misrepresentations; I mean when they 
told you that you must be careful not to let me deceive you—the implication 
being that I am a skillful speaker. I thought that it was peculiarly brazen of them 
to tell you this without a blush, since they must know that they will soon be 
eff ectively confuted, when it becomes obvious that I have not the slightest skill 
as a speaker—unless, of course, by a skillful speaker they mean one who speaks 
the truth. If that is what they mean, I would agree that I am an orator, though 
not after their pattern. 4  

3   Read Marie-Dominique Chenu,  Toward Understanding Saint Th omas  (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1964) 
80–93. 
4   Plato,  Th e Collected Dialogues of Plato, Including the Letters,  ed. Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1961) 4,  Questia , 5 June 2006 http://www.questia.com/PM.
qst?a=o&d=57149108. 
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   Painted in this rebuttal is not so much the portrait of a speaker, nor that of 
a seer, but of a  seer-seeker . 5  Th e philosopher sees the need to seek wisdom 
because he sees the reciprocal relationship between the desire for fullness of 
life and the desire for wisdom. It is therefore logical to conclude that phi-
losophy is the preoccupation of a seeker, of one who seeks in order to see, 
and who, in seeing, sets out again seeking. Without much ado, we can assert 
that this fi ts into the Greek roots of the word “philosophy”,  philia  and  sophia . 
What the philosopher loves and seeks is wisdom. Philosophy is the preoc-
cupation of one who is in love with wisdom, of one who manifests what 
Bernard Lonergan would describe as a pure and unrestricted desire to know. 6  
He does not ask questions for the sake of asking but for the sake of know-
ing, for the satisfaction of his appetite for knowledge. Of course, we cannot 
ignore the fact that other intellectual accoutrements have since been added 
to this—conceptual analysis, logical reasoning, deconstruction and construc-
tion, socio-political re-engineering. But none of these remove the fact that 
the philosopher is involved in an intellectual quest, the quest for wisdom. 
Th e philosopher seeks wisdom. But it takes wisdom to seek wisdom. Th ere 
is wisdom in seeking wisdom. Th is then means that the philosopher seeks 
wisdom, not like one who has not found it, but as one who, fi nding what he 
seeks, seeks to understand it better. It takes one who has found wisdom to go 
in search of wisdom. For it takes one who is wise to desire wisdom. 

 Th is love of wisdom is for the sake of life. Wisdom is sought so as to fi nd 
the best way to live. But what has just been said raises the question of life. 
What is life? 

5   Th is derivation of the Platonic portrait of the philosopher as “seer-seeker” diverges from Immanuel 
Kant’s critique of Plato, whom he describes as “father of all rapturous fantasizing in philosophy”, in con-
trast with his characterization of Aristotle’s philosophy as “work”. See Kant’s essay “Von einem neuerdings 
erhobenen vornehmen Ton in der Philosophie” (Akademie-Ausgabe) vol 8, A 408 and 437), quoted by 
Josef Pieper, “Philosophical Education and Intellectual Labor” in  For the Love of Wisdom: Essays on the 
Nature of Philosophy . Eds Berthold Wald and Roger Wasserman (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2006) 
13–26 [13–14], translated from the German original  Schriften zum Philosophiebegriff   Band 2 2nd edition 
(Hamburg:Felix Verlag Meiner, 2004). 
 Pieper resolves this polemic by referring to the distinction in medieval philosophy between reason as  ratio  
and reason as  intellectus . He wrote: “ ratio  is understood in terms of the ability of discursive thought to 
search, investigate, abstract, specify, and infer, whereas  intellectus  signifi es the capacity for straightforward 
intuition, the simplex  intuitus , to which the true off ers itself up the way a landscape off ers itself up to the 
eye” (“Philosophical Education and Intellectual Labor” 14). 
 Pieper takes his inspiration from Th omas Aquinas’ assertion: “although the act of knowing actually occurs 
in the human soul in the mode of ratio, it also has a share in that simple knowing, which is found in the 
higher beings, of whom it is therefore said that they have the power of spiritual vision” (Th omas Aquinas, 
 Quaestiones disputate de veritate , 15, 1). 
6   Cf. Bernard Lonergan,  Insight: A Study of Human Understanding . Collected Works of Bernard Lonergan, 
3 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press/Lonergan Research Institute of Regis College, 1992). According 
to Lonergan, “Deep within us all, emergent when the noise of other appetites is stilled, there is a drive to 
know, to understand, to see why, to discover the reason, to fi nd the cause, to explain” (28). 
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 It is in fact the case that this is the question that preoccupies the philosopher. 
It is the question of the meaning of life. An observation made by 20th-century 
philosophical theologian Paul Tillich comes to mind in the course of refl ect-
ing on this question. It is to the eff ect that there is a surplus of meaning when 
it comes to “life”. Given the fact that an ordinary dictionary provides so many 
of these meanings at a time, a philosopher, one who wisely seeks wisdom, 
must be cautious. Simple defi nitions taken out of context can become sim-
plistic and misleading. In the history of philosophy’s cautious search for the 
meaning of life, attempts have been made by Greek philosophers, like Plato 
and Aristotle; Christian philosophers, like Augustine and Th omas Aquinas; 
existentialists, like Kierkegaard and Nietzsche; pragmatists, like James and 
Dewey; the process philosopher Whitehead; and African philosophers, like 
Wiredu, to mention but some. But the philosopher must not ignore the mean-
ing given to life in the ordinary conversations of those who do not bear the 
credentials of professional philosophers. Th e professional philosopher must 
take serious cognizance of what is being said in the streets. For the shape of 
the world is largely and often infl uenced by what goes on in the streets. What 
then does the philosopher observe on the streets? 

 Having explored what philosophy is and how one philosophizes, a consid-
eration of the questions I have just raised shall be the next preoccupation of 
this essay.  

    Life and Dictatorship in an Era of Democracy 

 From Tiananmen Square in 1989 to Tahrir Square in 2011, from China to 
the Czech Republic, Egypt to Estonia, Nigeria to Nicaragua, this is the era of 
democracy, an era in which people risk their lives to confront and overthrow 
powerful dictatorial regimes in the quest for a government of the people, 
for the people and by the people, in their struggle for qualitative existence. 
Ironically, in this same era of democracy, we witness the crystallization of mul-
tiple dictatorships. In academia, it is the dictatorship of  scientia , which today 
is reductively and exclusively conceived as natural science with mathematics 
as paradigm, over  sapientia . In moral life, it is the dictatorship of satisfaction 
over values, of technique over meaning. In politics, it is the dictatorship of 
power over service. But of primary concern here is the dictatorship in aca-
demia and its manifestations in other areas of our common life. 

 Th e dominance of the natural and social sciences, and the veto power 
accorded them by the canon of empiricism, have ensured technology’s occu-
pation of the chair of alpha and omega, with the physical and  mathematical 
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sciences imposing, as it were, their magisterial determination on every 
disputed question in life, our common life. Th is dictatorship provokes these 
thoughts and their consignment into writing. 

 Th e ordinary man or woman in the city understands life in a purely physi-
cal and biological sense simply as the conquest and negation of physical 
death. Life is exclusively understood in the Greek sense of  phusis  and/or  bios.  
Understood exclusively as  phusis , the human being ends up as a machine. 
Understood exclusively as  bios , the human being is perceived as just any other 
living thing, any other biological specimen. Let us fi rst consider life perceived 
as  bios  before we consider life perceived as  phusis . 

 Life as  bios  is what you see in the characteristics of living things enumerated 
and studied in the biological sciences. When life is understood only as biologi-
cal, it becomes convenient to reduce the human being to a mobile bundle of 
sensations. Life then becomes a biological process driven by an insatiable desire 
for pleasure, profi t and power. Simple provision and acquisition of biological 
needs would suffi  ce to live a good life. Life is seen as nothing but a process of 
repeated and related operations in which the maximization of power is sought 
for the sake of the maximization of pleasure and the maximization of profi t, 
and the maximization of profi t is sought for the sake of the maximization of 
power and the maximization of pleasure. Th is triple ambiguity—of power, 
profi t and pleasure—explains why elections are rigged, corruption is rampant, 
insecurity is the norm, and quality of life is far below what is humane. But 
the wise seeker of wisdom sees that maximization of power is no guarantee for 
life. Power addiction manifests itself in inordinate ambition. History has seen 
many a maximum ruler dissatisfi ed even in power, insecure and in search of 
opponents to humiliate and eliminate. Hitler and Mussolini, Idi Amin Dada 
and Abacha, these and their kindred power addicts have been brought down 
from their thrones, teaching those who care to learn that riding on the back of 
a tiger runs the risk of ending in its belly. People have sought and found fame 
only to be dissatisfi ed by fate. Th e pleasure addict fi nds no lasting peace either. 
Access to good food and drink, access to good sex and crack cocaine, none of 
these give the assurance that the human being will fi nd happiness. So much for 
life perceived exclusively as  bios . We must now look at life perceived as  phusis . 

 Biology is one of the physical sciences, the empirical sciences. Once it 
is found convenient to reduce human life to a bundle of biological tissues, 
exclusively subject to the laws of physical science, it becomes very easy to see 
the human being as disposable. Biological reductionism dwells in the hab-
itat of physical reductionism. Th eir off spring is a dualist and functionalist 
 anthropology that reduces the human being to a machine. Th ese assertions 
call for explanation. 
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 By way of explanation, I suggest, with a brief review of the history of western 
philosophy, that what we are dealing with here can be traced to the dualism 
that came to us from the Greek philosopher Plato, through the French phi-
losopher René Descartes. Plato, it may be recalled, considers all that is in the 
material world to be a copy or shadow of the real world, which is the world 
of forms. Th e relationship between the two entities is, in Plato’s philosophy, 
at best ambiguous, at worst insoluble. Th e dichotomy between the material 
world and the real world is the dichotomy between the soul and the body. 
Th e soul is a prisoner of the body. It is in need of liberation from the body. 
Th e perfect life is one in which the soul is freed from the encumbrances of 
the body. 

 Whoever steps into this river of dualism almost inevitably washes into the 
waters of reductionism. Hence, with the soul-body dualism as the point of 
departure, the temptation to reduce the human person to either of the two, 
that is, to either soul (mind) or body, becomes diffi  cult to resist. It would 
seem Descartes succumbs to this temptation when, in his  First Meditations , 
he makes the ability to think, which is the power of the mind, that which 
explains the existence of man. Th e human being is because he or she thinks. 
Th e human being is, by that fact, defi ned not in terms of his compositeness 
but in terms of what he does, that is, in terms of one power, of one of the 
Cartesian entities: he thinks, therefore he is. Th e dualism of Descartes sur-
reptitiously introduces functionalism to discussions on the human person. 
According to this functionalist anthropology, the value of the human person 
is predicated not on what he or she is, but on what he or she does. It is not 
even predicated on all he does but on only one of the things he does, that is, 
the deployment of his intellective capacity through reasoning. Th is psycho-
logical reductionism, which Th omas Aquinas deftly avoids in his discourse on 
the soul, is joyfully embraced by modern philosophy. 7  Anything whatsoever 
whose worth is predicated on its functions ceases to be considered as valuable 
if it can no longer perform the function for which it has been defi ned. In a 
nutshell, the human being is a machine to be invented and re-invented by the 
human being. Th e human being is not diff erent from any of his or her own 
technological accomplishments, a gadget that makes other gadgets. 

 Th e reduction of the person to a function is a  reifi cation  of the person, that 
is, the ultimate reduction of the person to a thing to be used and dumped. By 
extension, society (our common life in any of its expressions) is an aggregate of 

7   See Th omas Aquinas,  Summa theologiae ., I, 77.1; 54.3;  Scriptum super libros Sententiarum ., Bk. I, dist. 
3, 4.2;  Quaestiones disputateDe anima , art. 12;  Quodlibetum. , X, 3.1;  De spiritualibus creaturis , art. 11. It 
is also to be mentioned in passing that while, for Descartes, the human person is reduced to a thinking 
being, for Hobbes in his  Leviathan , the human person is reduced to his or her feelings. 
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these gadgets that human beings are. It can be re-engineered and manipulated 
at will. Marital life, family life, religion and politics—these can be re-invented 
and re-engineered subject to the dictatorship of the social and physical sci-
ences and the wishes, whims and caprices of the human being. We thus end 
up in interminable discourses and insoluble issues in matters of religion and 
morality. Th e human being, and by extension the society, has become a com-
modity or a machine to be remodeled, the way the automobile industry or 
makers of computers remodel their products, introducing new versions into 
the market. 

 What is at stake here is the dignity of the human person. Reduced to a 
specimen by biologism or to a machine by physicalism, it becomes conve-
nient to look for the best way to live in mere conformity with the demands 
of biological and natural sciences. It is no longer the value of the person 
as person that matters. Th e value of the human being is then seen in terms 
of his or her ability to provide or possess pleasure, profi t and power. Th e 
preponderance of instability and insecurity, of corruption and economic 
adversity in Nigeria is traceable to the reifi cation of the human person, his 
reduction into a mobile bundle of sensations who seeks power to accumu-
late wealth and maximize pleasure. Not only does the human being reify 
himself, he also reifi es his fellow human beings into objects of manipula-
tion. In a season of electioneering, man manipulates man so as to ascend to 
power. And in a country where the state is more powerful than the people, 
such as Nigeria, a land where the state dispossesses the people of the wealth 
which is on the land that belongs to the people, to become a state func-
tionary is to have access to the wealth of the people. To be voted into offi  ce 
becomes a do-or-die aff air. Here we fi nd that the instability and fraud that 
characterize interaction within Nigeria can be traced to a functionalist con-
ception of human existence. 

 Nigeria suff ers from philosophical impoverishment, a conceptual anemia 
untreatable without an adequate philosophy consisting of an intelligent quest 
for what it means to be human, of that in which the good life is to be found. 
Th is is the question of the meaning of life. 

 Up to this point, I have explored two issues in this essay, namely, the nature 
of philosophy and the meaning of life. I have insisted on the sapiential char-
acter and intent of philosophy, and I have refrained from a conception of life 
that would reduce the human person to a machine to be used and dumped. 
Such a technocratic conception would make life meaningless. It does not pro-
vide an answer to the human question. Seeking an answer to this question is 
the task of philosophy. I shall therefore go further in the exploration of the 
meaning of life by examining the human question.  
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    The Human Question and the Quest of the Lover 
of Wisdom 

 An adequate philosophy is of vital importance in Nigeria’s search for nation-
hood. Such a philosophy would enable us to engage the human question, 
and by engaging the human question, we would be equipped to address the 
question of nationhood and the related question of the quality of life of the 
nation’s citizens. It takes lovers of wisdom to build a nation. Such lovers of 
wisdom must avoid a technocratic anthropology, that is, a technocratic con-
ception of human existence. For life is not merely physical. It is ultimately 
existential. And, even as useful as techniques may be, life is lived in the realm 
of meaning and not just techniques. 

 Th e achievements of science and technology have made life more livable 
and the planet more habitable, even if we take into account the problem 
of ecological degradation. But the ecological degradation we witness is itself 
an off shoot of a technocratic anthropology. Th is technocratic anthropology 
displaces sapiential anthropology. It thus prioritizes a relentless dominance of 
nature by the human being, who is forever seeking to know more about the 
powers that regulate nature. In other words, the unbridled pleasure-seeking, 
power-seeking and profi t-seeking human being puts the eco-system at risk by 
his self-annihilating anthropology. 

 Th e corrective to technocratic anthropology is sapiential anthropology. To 
paraphrase Th omas Aquinas, who was himself inspired by Aristotle’s teleologi-
cal world view, the intention of the lover of wisdom is to fi nd the ultimate 
meaning of life so as to order life rightly and govern it well ( Summa Contra 
Gentiles , Bk 1, 1.1). It is my contention that a view of the ultimate meaning 
of life is needed for the intelligent regulation of common life for the sake of 
the common good. Th is is why philosophy is needed in Nigerians’ quest for 
nationhood and qualitative existence. Th e right ordering of things is contin-
gent on their being ordered to their end. Presupposing that the end of a thing 
is its good, Aquinas argues that things are best disposed when they are rightly 
ordered to their end. Th is is the function of the lover of wisdom.

  Th e rule of government and order for all things directed to an end must be taken 
from the end. For, since the end of each thing is its good, a thing is then best 
disposed when it is fi ttingly ordered to its end. And so we see among the arts 
that one functions as the governor and the ruler of another because it controls 
its end. Th us, the art of medicine rules and orders the art of the chemist because 
health, with which medicine is concerned, is the end of all the medications 
prepared by the chemist. A similar situation obtains in the art of ship navigation 
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in relation to shipbuilding, and in the military art with respect to the equestrian 
art and the equipment of war. Th e arts that rule other arts are called architec-
tonic, as being the ruling arts. Th at is why the artisans devoted to these arts, who 
are called master artisans, appropriate to themselves the name of wise men. But, 
since these artisans are concerned, in each case, with the ends of certain particu-
lar things, they do not reach to the universal end of all things. Th ey are therefore 
said to be wise with respect to this or that thing….Th e name of the absolutely 
wise man, however, is reserved for him whose consideration is directed to the 
end of the universe, which is also the origin of the universe. Th at is why, accord-
ing to the Philosopher, it belongs to the wise man to consider the highest causes. 

   It pertains to the love of wisdom to seek out the universal cause, which is also 
the universal end of things, the good to which all things are to be ordered if 
they are to attain their perfection. What then is the good to which human life 
is to be ordered? It is necessary to understand what it is to be human if we are 
to answer this. For, as the saying goes,  agere sequitur esse.  Our idea of the good 
life is a refl ection of our idea of what it means to be human. 

 Aquinas begins by eliminating those things of which it cannot be said that 
their possession is the attainment of the perfect good. Having observed that 
every human action is ordered to the good, he goes on to assert that that 
which is desired is desired under the aspect of the good, that is, it is desired 
either because it is the perfect good, or because it leads to the perfect good 
( Summa theol. , I–II, 1.6). Th e perfect good is the last end, and it can be spo-
ken of in two ways, that is, either by considering only the aspect of the last 
end, or by considering the thing in which the aspect of the last end is realized. 
Th ere is unanimity around the fact that all desire the perfect good, insofar as 
all desire the fulfi llment of their perfection. But there is divergence of opinion 
regarding that in which the perfect good is to be attained ( Summa theol. , I–II, 
1.7). In this lack of unanimity, some desire economic riches as their ultimate 
good, some others desire honor, some fame or glory, some others power, some 
pleasure or any created good. 

 But the perfect good of human life cannot be wealth (cf.  Summa theol. , I–
II, 2.1). For the ultimate good is not sought for the sake of any other thing, 
since it is that in which the human soul rests upon its attainment. Instead, the 
ultimate good is that for the sake of which every other good is sought. Wealth, 
however, is sought for the sake of something else, that is, for the sake of the 
necessaries of life like food, clothing or housing. Th e perfect good  cannot 
be wealth because whoever fi nds it still goes in search of something else. 
Economic prosperity is not an end in itself. It is a means for attaining other 
things. Th erefore, the ultimate good of human life is not found in wealth. 
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 Neither is the ultimate good of human life found in honors (cf.  Summa 
theol ., I–II, 2.2). Honor is granted in attestation to the excellence that is in the 
person honored. Excellence is itself proportional to happiness. Consequently, 
it is the case that while honor may result in happiness, happiness cannot prin-
cipally consist in honor. In other words, the one who is honored may not be 
happy, in so far as he or she lacks virtue or excellence; whereas the one who 
is happy may not be honored in so far as his or her virtues or excellence go 
unrecognized or unappreciated. One who is honored with a chieftaincy title 
is not happy if he is not virtuous. Another who has no chieftaincy title may 
be happy because he is virtuous. Th erefore, to be honored and to be happy are 
not necessarily the same thing, and to be honored is not the same as to have 
attained the ultimate good. 

 Neither is the ultimate good found in fame or glory (cf.  Summa theol. , I–II, 
2.3). Glory consists in being well known and praised by others. But human 
knowledge cannot cause the thing known. Instead, it is caused by the thing 
known. In this regard, human knowledge is unlike God’s knowledge, which 
is the cause of the thing known. For this reason, human knowledge cannot be 
the cause of ultimate good. Moreover, if fame or glory is in being well known, 
and if human knowledge can be erroneous, in its error it may confer glory on 
an undeserving person. But there is no good in undeserved glory conferred 
by erroneous human knowledge or by the whims and caprices of fl atterers. 
Th erefore, the ultimate good of human life cannot be said to consist in fame 
or glory. 

 Neither is the ultimate good found in power (cf.  Summa theol. , I–II, 2.4). 
For while it is true that some happiness is found in the virtuous use of power, 
the very fact of the acquisition of power, while other goods like wisdom and 
bodily health are lacking, means the ultimate good is yet to be attained. 
Th erefore, the ultimate good does not consist in the attainment of power, 
even though the good use of power can lead to the attainment of ultimate 
good. 

 Neither is the ultimate good of human life found in any bodily good (cf. 
 Summa theol. , I–II, 2.5). For the good of the human creature is the good of 
the human creature as composite of body and soul, not the good of the body 
alone, nor the good of the soul alone. Th e human quest for good is not just 
a quest of the body or just a quest of the soul of the human creature. It is the 
human creature as composite that is striving for the good. It is the quest of the 
human composite. Th is is to avoid the dualism that breeds  reductionism, the 
reductionism that breeds functionalism, and the functionalism that breeds the 
belief and practice which sees human beings as disposable objects. Th erefore, 
the good of the body alone does not suffi  ce for its ultimate good. 
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 Neither is the ultimate good found in pleasure ( Summa theol. , I–II, 2.6). 
Pleasure is a good of the body which is apprehended by sense. As a good 
pertaining to the body, it cannot be a perfect good since the capacity of the 
rational soul exceeds the capacity of corporeal matter, and that part of the 
soul which is independent of corporeal organs, like the intellect, has a certain 
infi nity in regard to the body and those parts of the soul tied down to the 
body. Pleasure as a good of the body is limited to the extent that the body 
is limited. And while the power of the senses, which is a power of the body, 
apprehends the singular, which is determined by matter, the power of the 
intellect, which is a power independent of matter, apprehends the universal, 
which is abstracted from matter and contains an infi nite number of singulars. 
Th erefore, such a good causing bodily delight through its apprehension by 
sense is not a perfect good. 

 Neither is the ultimate good of human life found in some good of the 
soul (cf.  Summa theol ., I–II, 2.7). For the soul exists in potentiality, whereas 
that which is the last end does not exist in potentiality. Neither can anything 
belonging to the soul be the last end because any good which pertains to 
the soul is a participated and, consequently, a portioned good. 8  Th is is to be 
explained by going beyond what the physical sciences present to us as charac-
teristics of living beings to see what makes us human beings diff erent. 

 Our humanity is to be recognized in four characteristics that belong to 
the human nature, traits that distinguish the human person from lower crea-
tures. Each of these characteristics represents a fundamental orientation in 
the human person, that is, what the human person naturally desires and what 
the human person has the potential to attain. Taking my inspiration from 
Canadian philosopher and theologian Bernard Lonergan’s reading of Aquinas, 
I shall identify these traits as the yearning for truth, the yearning for good, the 
yearning for God, and the yearning for love. 

 First, to be a human being is to be endowed with an intellect with which 
one searches for and is able to attain the truth. To be human, therefore, is to 
naturally desire the truth and to be able to know the truth. A sign that the 
human being naturally desires the truth is the fact that even the one who tells 
lies does not like to be deceived by others. 

 Secondly, to be human is to be endowed with a will, and the good in gen-
eral is the object of the will. Th erefore, to be human is to naturally yearn for 
and be able to attain the good. Th e Creator has given every human being a 

8   According to Aquinas: “Happiness itself, since it is a perfection of the soul, is an inherent good of the 
soul; but that which constitutes happiness, viz., which makes man happy is something outside his soul” 
( Summa theol. , I–II, 2.7, ad 3). 
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will whose natural movement is to whatever is perceived to be good. In its 
inclination to the good, the will moves all the other powers, including the 
intellect, to their acts. Th us, the human being wills not only the object of the 
will, but also other things which pertain to the other powers as their objects. 
In this regard, the will moves the intellect to apprehend the truth. In the 
human being, the intellect and the will are the proper and active principle 
in the movement towards the good. According to Aquinas, the two pow-
ers include each other in their acts such that “the intellect understands that 
the will wills, and the will wills the intellect to understand. In the same way 
good is contained in truth, inasmuch as it is an understood truth, and truth 
in good, inasmuch as it is a desired good” ( Summa theol . I, 82.4 ad 1). Th e 
human will is inclined to the good apprehended by the intellect, and the intel-
lect apprehends the good that the human will wills it to apprehend. 

 Th irdly, most theologians readily admit, and some philosophers readily deny, 
that to be human is to yearn for God. Th e truth and the good which human 
beings naturally desire and which human beings are able to attain are beyond 
what is found in transient and fi nite realities. Th e restless human spirit has an 
infi nite desire for the infi nite. No sooner is one desire satisfi ed than the human 
being desires more. Th e fi nite seeks fulfi llment in the infi nite, oftentimes without 
acknowledging it. Th ere is in the human person a natural desire for God in the 
desire for and openness to the infi nite. At the root of the human quest for the 
true and the good is this more profound yearning that is the yearning for God. 

 Fourthly, and this fl ows from the yearning for God, to be human is to yearn 
to love and be loved. God, whom Martin Buber refers to as the divine  Th ou , 
is encountered in the human  Th ou . A true encounter with the human  Th ou  is 
the medium for a real encounter with the divine  Th ou . 9  In the natural desire 
for friendship, in the natural desire to love and be loved, there is an infi nite 
desire for infi nite love. Th e yearning for God is a yearning for love, and the 
yearning for love is the yearning for God. Disappointed by fi nite and imper-
fect love, the human being longs for infi nite and perfect love. In the very heart 
of this disappointment is that thirst for love, which is a thirst for God. 

 Th erefore, upon refl ection on what it is to be human, it becomes obvi-
ous that there are intellectual, moral, technical and spiritual dimensions to 
the human person. Th e fullness of life is the perfect good which the human 
being seeks in the actualization of his potentials and in the fulfi llment of his 

9   “Every particular  Th ou  is a glimpse through to the eternal  Th ou ; by means of every particular  Th ou  the 
primary word addresses the eternal  Th ou . Th rough the mediation of the  Th ou  of all beings fulfi llment, and 
non-fulfi llment, of relations comes to them: the inborn  Th ou  is realized in each relation and consum-
mated in none. It is consummated only in the direct relation with the  Th ou  that by its nature cannot 
become  It ” [Martin Buber,  I and Th ou  (New York: Collier/Macmillan, 1958) 75]. 
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aspirations in each of these dimensions. Th e problem with the technocratic 
anthropology of our time is that it looks at human life only in its technical 
dimensions, where the human being is reduced to the servant, if not the slave, 
of economic production, pleasurable recreation and political ambition. 

 Th ese four traits show that the human question does not lend itself to a sim-
ple solution because the human being itself is a complex reality that requires 
multiple intelligibility. Th ere is no answer that says it all. Every response is an 
attempt to come close to what is adequate. And if at all it does come close, it 
would only represent an aspect of what it means to be human. Despite the real 
and present possibility of conceptual inadequacy, however, it is safe to assert 
that the human being manifests the intellectual, moral and technical dimen-
sions of his existence by his rationality, relationality and religiosity. 

 What is most obvious is that, like every other being, the human being seeks 
its own good. Like every other animal, he seeks his own good. Like every 
other animal, he is sensitive. But unlike other animals, he is both sensitive and 
rational. In his quest for the good, his feelings play a major role. Emotions 
play a big part in human existence. But the human being is one who is able to 
subordinate his emotions to reason. And so he has been described as a rational 
animal, that is, an animal who, in the pursuit of the good, deploys his ratio-
nality, the capacity to move from the known to the unknown which belongs 
to the intellect. In other words, not only does he seek the good, he does so 
freely and intelligently. He is able to know, and he is able to choose. He is 
able to know the good he ought to choose, and he is able to freely choose it. 
Moreover, not only is he capable of knowing and choosing the good, he is also 
able to know and choose the means to attain his goal. 

 But rationality is not the only attribute in the human being. We must also 
speak of relationality. Men and women are not only rational animals, they 
are also political animals. Aristotle’s statement that man is a political animal 
is often quoted but seldom understood. It has often been misunderstood as 
saying the human being is one who spends all his time, energy and economic 
resources scheming to attain political advantage in ways that are inimical to the 
interests of others. Such a misinterpretation makes it convenient, even expedi-
ent, to separate morality and politics. But this was not what Aristotle meant. 

 Man as a rational animal is also a relational animal. He not only seeks the 
best way to live, which is the project of morality, but he who seeks the best way 
to live seeks the best way to live together since he is not an island to himself. 
Th at task of seeking the best way to live together is the task of politics. But 
the two cannot be separated, since the best way to live is the best way to live 
together. Man cannot fi nd the good without relating with others in their own 
search for the good. He uses his intelligence to direct the aff airs of the city in 
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collaboration with others. We are truly human if and when we engage in ratio-
nal management of our relationality in view of the common good. Th at is what 
politics is. And this off ers a clarifi cation and reminder in this and every season. 

 Th e attribution of religiosity to man, the affi  rmation of the spiritual dimen-
sion to human existence, will instantly generate vigorous objections from 
sceptics, atheists and agnostics, and the objections are understandable. Isn’t 
religion itself a threat to human existence, to peace and stability, to human 
dignity? Th e Crusades and the Jihads; discrimination; entente and friendship 
of expediency among people of diff erent religious persuasions, pending the 
acquisition of superior fi repower to impose religious convictions and conver-
sions on others; inability to diff erentiate between piety and public nuisance—
do these not pose a threat to humanity? But the fact that these and similar 
objections are understandable does not necessarily mean they are sustainable. 
A certain narrow understanding of religion would seem to buttress them. 

 Th ere is a need to be liberated from a narrow conception of religion which 
would reduce the latter to what you do in the Church or Mosque or Temple 
or Shrine. But religion is not restricted to Judaism or Christianity or Islam or 
African Traditional Religion. Pertinent is the distinction made by Jean Jacques 
Rousseau between the religion of man, which he says focuses on morality and 
God, and the religion of the society, a civil religion which obliges allegiance 
to the state, to its symbols and institutions. 10  Civil religion, he says, expresses 
itself in patriotism. Th e fl ag, the constitution, human rights and related things 
become objects of worship. Whether or not one agrees with this typology of 
religion, whoever watches the inauguration of a president cannot but observe 
how the modern state has made certain things into objects of worship. Th e 
national anthem is sung in quiet reverence and awe. Th e national pledge is 
recited with religious devotion. Th e human being is one who, one way or the 
other, fi nds a religion because by nature he has an infi nite quest for the infi -
nite—for infi nite truth, infi nite good, infi nite love, and fullness of life—and 
this quest cannot be satisfi ed by anything fi nite.  

    To Build a Nation Is to Seek Happiness Together 

 It is on these grounds of human religiosity that the Christian philosophy of 
Th omas Aquinas concludes that the perfection of human life is not found in 
any created good (cf.  Summa theol. , I–II, 2.8). For if it pertains to the human 
will to tend to the universal good as its object, in the same way that it pertains 

10   Cf. Jean Jacques Rousseau,  Th e Social Contract , Bk 4 Ch. 8. 
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to the human intellect to tend to the universal true as its object, then it would 
follow that nothing will put the will to rest except that which is the universal 
good. Th is universal good cannot be found in any creature because the good-
ness of a created good is a goodness by participation. Th e universal good is 
in God, who alone can satisfy the human will. Aquinas would infer that the 
ultimate good of human life is to be found in God. God alone constitutes 
human happiness. God is the universal cause of all things sought by the lover 
of wisdom. 

 Aquinas proposes two reasons why the ultimate good of human life is to 
be found not in the desire for created goodness but in the desire for uncre-
ated goodness, in the contemplation of the divine essence itself (cf.  Summa 
theol. , I–II, 3.8). First, no one is perfectly happy for whom something remains 
to desire and seek. Second, the perfection of any power is contingent on the 
nature of its object. Th e intellective power attains its perfection when it appre-
hends the essence or what-ness of a thing. As was said in the previous section 
of the essay, the apprehension of a created eff ect by the intellect provokes in 
it wonder and the desire to know its First Cause. However, the human intel-
lect does not reach perfection by simply coming to know the First Cause 
from knowing its created eff ect. Knowing that there is a First Cause provokes 
the desire to know what the First Cause is. And as long as this or any desire 
remains, the human intellect cannot be said to have found its perfection or 
ultimate felicity. Th erefore, for it to attain perfect happiness, the human intel-
lect must know three things: the essence of a created eff ect, the existence of its 
First Cause, and the essence of the First Cause. 

 One does not have to use the language of Aquinas’ religious philosophy 
to say what he has said. Th e human being fi nds fulfi llment in searching for a 
universal good. Whether or not he calls this good God is not the issue here, 
but whether or not he recognizes that there is in man a quest for the universal 
good. Th e task of nationhood, which Nigeria and other of Africa’s political 
entities of colonial creation face, is the human task of seeking ultimate hap-
piness within a  polis,  that is, within a common life lived alongside peoples of 
diverse identities. Th e ultimate happiness of the human intellect, which is the 
perfection of human life, is attained in its union with truth. It is in loving 
wisdom that the human being is able to live life to the fullest. It is by so doing 
that he is able to fi nd the truth, the good and true love. It is by addressing the 
human question that Nigerians can assume the task of nationhood and the 
corresponding responsibility of working to improve the quality of life of the 
Nigerian. 

 Th e human being fi nds his fulfi llment in the  polis . Consciousness that this 
 polis  is inhabited by other human beings who are bearers of diverse ethnic and 
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religious identities challenges him to form an association with others who 
share core ideals with him. Th e task of nationhood is the task of managing 
the aff airs of this association of diverse bearers of diverse identities so that 
each can fi nd fulfi llment within collective fulfi llment. It requires a universalist 
orientation, a fundamental openness to and tending to the universal good. 
A lack of openness to the universal good makes of us prisoners of ethnocen-
trism, hostages held in ethnic and religious enclaves of our own invention. 

 Th e physical and social sciences have improved our ability to gather data 
and provide technical solutions. Th e love of wisdom, which philosophy is, 
enables us to fi nd the meaning of our human existence so that we may assume 
the task of nationhood. It may and must be interested in the gathering of 
data. But in the fi nal analysis, data need to be interpreted to decipher their 
meaning. Philosophy not only seeks the wisdom in gathering the data, it also 
seeks the wisdom contained in the data. Philosophy challenges us to take the 
natural world seriously, to look intently at physics so that we can see meta-
physics. It teaches us to take a closer look at nature so that we can see beyond 
it and apprehend its vocation and longing for the supernatural. It takes the 
recovery of metaphysics for the human being to recover from the eff ects of 
technocratic anthropology in the dictatorship of the physical sciences. It is 
this dictatorship that is at the root of the irony of dictatorship in an era of 
democracy. Th e human being has become a victim of his own achievements in 
science and technology because he has not taken a proper look at physics. He 
cannot do metaphysics because he has no physics. He thus sees sense experi-
ence as the paradigm and criterion of truth. Dismissing his own religiosity, 
his infi nite desire for the infi nite, he falls victim to his own accomplishments, 
his fi nite achievements. 

 One runs the risk of being accused of placing logic over experience. It is not 
a vice to be logical; neither is it wise to ignore experience. Th e lover of wisdom 
must be on the same page as those who emphasize the importance of experi-
ence. But when experience is absolutized and universalized, the lover of wisdom 
is obliged to diff er. Experience is the fi rst step, a constant and indispensable 
point of reference in the process of knowing. Yet, to maximize the utility of 
experience it calls for interpretation. Th at is the offi  ce of the love of wisdom. It 
takes such interpretation to save the human being from being reduced either to 
a mobile bundle of sensations or a machine that functions, or both. 

 If and when the human person is reduced to a mobile bundle of sensations, 
then only the good of the body is sought. And since that which does not 
function is  ipso facto  perceived as worthless and disposable, human life itself, 
especially when it is most vulnerable at conception, in the womb, in terminal 
illness or in old age, is treated as disposable. We would have then moved from 
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the soul-body dualism to the reduction of the human person to either soul or 
body, in this case to body; from the reduction of the human person to body, 
to the reduction of the human person to just one of his or her functions, in 
this case the function of feeling; and fi nally, from the reduction of the human 
person to functions or a function, to disposableness because of inability to 
function. Th is is the problem of disposabilism, which is no longer just a prob-
lem of the societies in Europe and North America. It is also taking place in 
the societies of Africa today. 

 Whether or not we are conscious of this, Africans are increasingly becom-
ing disciples of a creeping functionalism and paralyzing disposabilism, in 
which they are used by foreign and indigenous agents as tools of politics, the 
economy and pleasure. Th e Boko Haram phenomenon, which has been giv-
ing Nigerians sleepless nights; the many wars on the African continent; the 
refugee situation—these call for a renewed fl ourishing of the love of wisdom 
so that the African can live life to the fullest in a common life intelligently 
regulated for the sake of the common good, a common life ordered to the 
universal cause of things. Without love of wisdom, the human being is instru-
mentalized. With the love of wisdom, he is de-instrumentalized. And it takes 
this de-instrumentalization to build a nation, that is, to form and manage the 
association of persons seeking ultimate happiness together that a nation is. In 
other words, until this is done, quality of life will remain abysmally low. But 
when this is done, we shall not only have a land, that is, a country, we shall 
have a land fi t for the habitation and self-realization of members of the asso-
ciation of shared common core ideals that our nation is. 

 I set out in this essay with the low quality of life in Nigeria and on the 
African continent in mind. I have argued that the issues we face cannot be 
suffi  ciently addressed by adopting an exclusively technocratic anthropology. 
An intellectual and moral framework for technical solution is needed. Such a 
framework is furnished by the love of wisdom that philosophy is. Faced with 
the human question of the best way to live, philosophy off ers a meaning of 
life that transcends what science and technology off er despite their numerous 
admirable achievements.     
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         Introduction 

 Th e questions which this chapter addresses fall within the purview of African 
existentialism. Questions about the idea of African existentialism can best be 
answered in the context of a conceptual understanding of existentialism as a 
philosophical movement. It is virtually impossible to defi ne existentialism in 
absolute terms, and any attempt to reduce it to simple, absolute terms is an 
unwarranted oversimplifi cation of a tremendously complex phenomenon. 1  

 Existentialism in Western philosophical history is frequently traced to the 
philosophical writings of the Danish thinker Soren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) 
and the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), both of whom 
were remarkably dissatisfi ed with traditional, or classical, philosophy, fi nding 
it far too superfi cial, abstract and remote from concrete reality. Existentialism, 
therefore, is generally perceived as a revolt against philosophical system- 
building, a negation of absolute idealism and a rejection of the abstract ratio-
nalization of classical philosophy. Th e philosophies of Plato, Hegel and the 
like are often cited as good examples of traditional or classical philosophies. 
Th e argument of the existentialist philosophers is that in philosophical systems 

1   See M. Friedman (ed) ‘Introduction’ in  Th e Worlds of Existentialism: A Critical Study  (New York: Random 
House Inc, 1964). 



such as Platonism, Hegelianism and the like, the individual person and his 
or her concrete existential problems are lost in abstract universals or in a uni-
versal ego. Th ese philosophies are singled out by existentialist philosophers 
as falsifying man’s understanding of reality because they shift attention away 
from the concrete individual and his or her existential problems to abstract 
universals, from subjectivity to objectivity. 

 From the lexicographic understanding of the term, “existentialism” is the 
“doctrine deriving from Soren Kierkegaard that man is not part of an ordered 
metaphysical scheme, but that individuals must create their own being each 
in his specifi c situation and environment.” 2  Th is defi nition validates the claim 
by some scholars that existentialism began with the writings of Kierkegaard 
in the nineteenth century. It also stresses the importance of individual human 
decision as well as the isolation of the human person from any metaphysical 
world or scheme. Worthy of note, however, is that the (concrete) individual 
which this defi nition stresses represents just one important aspect of the con-
ceptual edifi ce of existentialism. Some aspects not addressed include the ques-
tions of intersubjectivity, freedom and choice. 

  Webster’s New World Dictionary  defi nes existentialism as “the doctrine that 
existence takes precedence over essence and holding that man is totally free 
and responsible for his acts. Th is responsibility is the source of dread and 
anguish that encompass mankind.” Th e  American Heritage Dictionary of the 
English Language  construes existentialism as “a philosophy that emphasizes 
the uniqueness and isolation of the individual experience in a hostile or indif-
ferent universe; regards human existence as unexplainable and stresses free-
dom of choice and responsibility for the consequences of one’s acts.” 3  Th is is 
to say that existentialism is generally concerned with the human person and 
his existence and relationship with others in the universe. 

 To the earlier key concept of individual human decision, these latter two 
defi nitions of existentialism add the concepts of human freedom and choice, 
the misery and isolation of human existence, existence (in contrast to essence), 
responsibility, dread and anguish. Th is implies that these latter defi nitions are 
broad enough in scope to provide detailed understanding of the meaning of 
existentialism. 

 Despite the insightful conceptions of the foregoing defi nitions, however, 
they are generally simplistic and inadequate because they are limited in deal-
ing with the vast array of issues or problems which existentialism addresses. 

2   Owen Watson (ed)  Longman Modern English Dictionary  (London: Longman Group Limited, 1968), P. 
366. 
3   See  American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language . Th ird Edition 1992 Houghton; Miffl  in 
Company. Electronic version licensed from IVSD Corporation. 
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Th is point is further buttressed by Alasdair MacIntyre, who points out the 
inherent inadequacy of seeking to reduce existentialism to a simple, holistic 
meaning or to defi ne it in terms of a set of philosophical formulas. While this 
indicates the reason why some scholars avoid giving a specifi c defi nition of 
existentialism, MacIntyre nevertheless recommends that the meaning of exis-
tentialism is best rendered in terms of its themes. According to him:

  Existentialism may perhaps be considered most fruitfully as a historical move-
ment in which connections of dependence and infl uence can be traced from one 
writer to another. Th us, even if two writers who are both rightly called existen-
tialist diff er enormously in doctrine, they can be placed in the same family tree. 
But this only throws the question of defi nition one stage back. How do we select 
our philosophical pedigrees? Th e answer must be in terms of a number of recur-
rent themes that are in fact independent of one another but have, as a matter of 
philosophical history, been associated in a variety of patterns. Th e key themes 
are the individual and systems, intentionality, being and absurdity, the nature 
and signifi cance of choice, the role of extreme experiences and the nature of 
communication. 4  

 Indeed, the diffi  culty involved in giving a concise defi nition of existential-
ism is frustrated by the obvious diversity in the works of those classifi ed as 
existentialist philosophers. Th eir works clearly reveal that existentialism is not 
a homogenous school of thought or an organized philosophical system. Th e 
argument is that it would amount to a fundamental error to view existential-
ism as a single kind of philosophy where existentialist philosophers agree on 
the same essentials. 

 However, while it is true to affi  rm that there are diff erences in the way 
various existentialist philosophers work out basic existentialist themes, there 
are points of agreement, which, according to Paul Ricoeur, can be organized 
around three headings: (1) importance of the body, (2) freedom and choice, 
and (3) intersubjectivity. Th is means, for instance, that all existentialist philos-
ophers agree that to exist as a person is to choose freely. More so, S.E Stumpf, 
in  Philosophy: History and Problems,  underscores the fact that all existentialist 
philosophers are united by concerns about existence, human existence, and 
the conditions and quality of the existing human individual. 

 From the foregoing, it is clear that though variously defi ned, existentialism, 
in whatever fashion or form it is practised or professed, is a philosophy that 
regards the problem or issue of human existence as central and fundamental. 

4   A.  Macintyre, ‘Existentialism’ in  Th e Encyclopedia of Philosophy.  Vol. 3 Edwards, P. ed. (New York: 
Macmillan Publishing Co. Inc., 1967) p. 147. 
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It is concerned with the interpretation and description of existential issues, the 
general nature and problems of human life and existence. It emphasizes “the 
uniqueness and isolation of the individual experience in a hostile or indiff er-
ent universe; regards human existence as unexplainable and stresses freedom 
of choice and responsibility for the consequences of one’s acts.” 5  

 We can conveniently conclude that existentialism is a term with diverse 
but reconcilable defi nitions or interpretations of human existence, such that 
existentialism can be broadly accepted to mean the philosophy of human 
existence. In other words, it is more of a general name or label for a variety of 
thoughts which make the concrete individual central. 

 Th e general question of human existence which existentialism is so much 
interested in naturally leads to the concrete analysis of the various historical 
situations and conditions that people experience in the world. Such issues 
include the meaning of life or human existence, its end, its value and pur-
pose; the meanings of birth and death, suff ering, freedom, choice, respon-
sibility and so on. While these issues have been universally acknowledged, 
their description and interpretation vary from one philosopher to another 
and from one culture to another. Diff erent cultures have their unique or 
particular ways of describing and interpreting human life and existence, its 
purpose, its worth, its end, and of interpreting death and other historical 
situations and conditions that their people experience in the world. Like 
other cultures of the world, Africans have their unique way of responding 
to existential issues, such as the meaningfulness or otherwise of human exis-
tence; the question of death; and the issues of immortality, suff ering, free-
dom, choice, responsibility and so on. Th eir varying responses constitute 
their (African) existentialism. 

 African existentialism, therefore, will naturally consist of responses to ques-
tions that border on the nature of human life and existence. Th is suggests 
that the array of issues which constitute the domain of African existentialism 
will logically include the questions of human life and existence, meaningful-
ness and meaninglessness, death, individuality, community, freedom, choice 
and responsibility. Africans’ conception of human existence and their peculiar 
reactions to their experiences of life and other related historical situations and 
conditions form the corpus of African existentialism. It does not need to be 
the same formulation among all African peoples and philosophers, though a 
common thread may run through them that gives a coherent world-view on 
human existence which qualifi es them as African existentialism. 

5   A. Macintyre,  Th e Encyclopedia of Philosophy.  p. 147. 
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 Th is chapter examines some of these existential issues from the African 
cultural perspective. In particular, it describes and interprets the African idea 
of the meaningfulness and meaninglessness of human existence. In doing this, 
it refutes the claims of some Western philosophies that death is completely 
antithetical to a meaningful existence, and it combats scepticism about the 
idea of immortality, or life after death.  

    African Understanding of the Meaningfulness 
and Meaninglessness of Human Existence 

 Far above all thematic issues in existentialism is the surpassing concern to 
rationalize the meaning or otherwise of human life and existence. Th e French 
writer and thinker Albert Camus (1913–1960) rightly underscores this fun-
damental concern to probe into the essence of human life when he says:

  Th ere is but one truly philosophical problem and that is 
 suicide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living 
 amounts to answering the fundamental question of philosophy. 
 All the rest—whether or not the world has three dimensions, 
 whether the mind has nine or twelve categories—comes afterwards. 6  

 Th e daily experiences, struggles and actions of individual persons are deter-
mined by the question of whether life is meaningful or not, worth living or 
otherwise. In other words, has human existence—an existence that is concretely 
and mainly characterized by repeated frustration, suff ering, poverty, injustice, 
cruelty, tragedy, anxiety, death, uncertainty and so on—any meaning? In this 
context, the word “meaning” is contrasted with “meaninglessness,” which 
denotes that something lacks signifi cance, aim or purpose. Th e words “absur-
dity” and “meaninglessness” are frequently used interchangeably in existentialist 
discourses to portray human life as devoid of any signifi cance or purpose. Th is 
idea of meaning is far from the search for the ontological nature of word-mean-
ing, which was the pre-occupation of the twentieth- century analytic movement. 

 Incidentally, many negative features of daily life that have been used by 
existentialist philosophers to draw conclusions about the futility, absurdity 
and meaninglessness of human existence dominate African contemporary life. 
C.B.  Okolo’s characterization of depressing human conditions in Africa is 
worth citing. He says:

6   Albert Camus,  Th e Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays  (New York: Penguin Books, 1955) p. 3. 
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  Historical condition or existence since the end of colonialism 
 has been clearly marked by poverty (material and mental), 
 disease, famine, squalor, wars, ethnic confl icts of diff erent 
 sizes and duration, border clashes, refugee problems, overt and 
 covert [sic] foreign manipulations, coups and counter-coups with 
 resultant tragedies, again of diff erent kinds and magnitude, 
 and so on. 7  

 Th ese features of daily life in Africa would suggest that human life is absurd 
and meaningless according to the existentialist philosophies portrayed in, for 
example, Friedrich Nietzsche’s  Th e Birth of Tragedy , Martin Heidegger’s  Being 
and Time , Jean-Paul Sartre’s  Being and Nothingness , Miguel de Unamuno’s 
 Tragic Sense of Life  and Albert Camus’  Th e Myth of Sisyphus.  

 Th e question about what precisely makes up the futility or frustration that ren-
ders human existence purposeless and absurd has provoked diff ering rationaliza-
tions and postulations. Camus, for example, argues that the depressing existential 
problems of man, such as anguish, suff ering, sickness, disease, death, anxiety, fear 
and uncertainty, conspire to render human existence meaningless and opaque. 8  In 
bemoaning the cumulative human realities (sickness, disease, suff ering, oppres-
sion, hunger, earthquakes, death and injustice) which make life unbearable, and 
hence meaningless, Camus fi nds an ally in Jean-Paul Sartre, who in  Being and 
Nothingness  9  argues in support of the meaninglessness of human life and existence. 

 Sartre singles out the phenomenon of death as that which is completely anti-
thetical to a meaningful existence. He believes that death is one of the heart-rend-
ing existential conundrums that is antithetical to meaningful human existence. 
Death in this context is construed to mean that which terminates man’s continued 
(physical) existence. Th is is similar to the rendering of death as a fi nal cessation of 
the vital functions of the heart, brain, liver and lungs. 10  According to Sartre:

  Death is never that which gives life its meaning. It is on the 
 contrary that which as a principle removes all meaning from life. 
 If we must die than our life has no meaning because its problem 
 receives no solution and because the very meaning of the problem 
 remains undetermined. 11  

7   See C.B. Okolo, ‘Th e African Condition’ in MacducbuchiDukor (ed)  Philosophy and Politics: Discourse 
on Values, Politics and Power  (Lagos: Malthouse Press Limited, 2003) p. 3. 
8   For details of Camus’ existentialist thought, see his most popular book,  Th e Myth of Sisyphus and Other 
Essays . 
9   See A. Camus,  Th e Myth of Sisyphus . (New York: Merhuen and Co. Ltd 1956) 
10   See C. Agulanna, ‘An African Perspective on Death and the Crisis of Existence’ a Ph.D. thesis submitted 
to the Faculty of Arts, University of Ibadan, unpublished 2001, p. 23. 
11   Jean-Paul Sartre,  Being and Nothingness  p. 545. 
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   Camus’ writings show that he agreed with the extreme position of Sartre that 
“if we must die, then our life has no meaning.” 

 Closely related to the problem of death is the question of scepticism 
about the ultimate end of human life. In the philosophies of Miguel de 
Unamuno, a Spanish thinker and existentialist, and Camus, human life is 
portrayed as confl ict-driven and characterized by permanent struggle. In 
fact, the existentialist thought of both Unamuno and Camus is animated 
by confl ict of opposites and, technically speaking, by the logic of dialec-
tics. While confl ict of opposites may fi nd concrete expression in humans’ 
existential experiences, the dimension it assumes in their works is frighten-
ing, such that a human who ordinarily looks simple, plain and peaceful is 
interpreted as a most complex entity seething with confusion and contra-
diction. In other words, both Unamuno and Camus present a frightening 
testimony of the human person which culminates in viewing man and his 
existence as a meaningless phenomenon of unending confusion, tension 
and contradiction. A great suspicion of life itself is given existential import 
by their analysis of the human and his or her existence. Th eir views largely 
account for the traditional Western existentialist perspective on death and 
the crisis of human existence. 

 However, various arguments from the African existentialist perspective 
point to the possibility of resolving the absurdity of human existence and 
providing arguments for the meaningfulness and meaninglessness of human 
life. Implicit in this is the fact that in African existentialism there are tenable 
arguments for the meaningfulness of life, in contrast to the well-known nihil-
ism and belief in the absurdity of existence in Western existentialism. Th ere 
are, therefore, humane African interpretations of human existence that allow 
a framework for addressing the problems of death, scepticism, nihilism and 
other related problems inherent in Western existentialism.  

    The African Conception of Death and Its 
Implications for Human Existence 

 As earlier stated, Western existentialism as represented in the philosophies 
of Sartre, Camus and Unamuno, for example, generally perceives death as 
a heart-rending existential conundrum that is antithetical to meaningful 
human existence. However, the traditional African concept of death provides 
a contrast to the above view. Certainly, there is a mystery of death in the 
“African world,” as there has always been for other human societies. Th is is so 
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because, like most societies or cultures, the African holds the belief that death 
is an event which aff ects anyone irrespective of position, sex or race. 

 A signifi cant belief among Africans is that death is inevitable. Th is means 
that death signifi es a “debt” which all must pay. Th is is variously rendered, 
for example, in the following Owan 12  aphorisms:  Aimieolokhau , meaning 
“there is nobody who will not die”;  Uuyedere,  which means “death does 
not give notice”; and  Ododokho mu-unye , meaning “everybody is carrying 
death on his or her head.” Th ese aphorisms are substantially replicated by 
the Etsako 13  dirge:  Vhayelere  /  UkpelEgwi / Odetokhemha / Okilotsanimhalo  / 
 nima Uwenarafa,  meaning literally: “All remember / the day of death / is waiting 
for us / it is a debt we owe / which we must pay.” Similar proverbs, aphorisms 
and idioms are to be found in some other African cultures. According to 
Christopher Agulanna:

  Among the Igbo, for example, death is a debt we all owe (and which we cannot 
avoid paying). Th e Yoruba use the expression  OjiseOrun —Heaven’s “Bailiff ” to 
describe death. An Akan proverb states:  Owuoatwediebaakomfou , that is “every-
one has to climb death’s ladder”. To the Ewes of Ghana,  amagbetodzonekudero-
naagbe , meaning man is for death and life. 14  

 What is clearly evident from the foregoing is that Africans generally perceive 
death as a necessary end, which more often than not brings in its wake pain, 
grief and anguish among the living. However, it is not every death or all cases 
of its occurrence that connote pain, evil, meaninglessness, absurdity and trag-
edy for the African. Th e consequence of this is that the phenomenon of death 
has a classifi cation within the context of African existentialist discourse. For 
instance, in Owan there are two main categories of death, namely, a good or 
meaningful death, on the one hand and, on the other, a bad or evil death that 
signifi es meaninglessness and absurdity. Buttressing this classifi cation of death, 
U. Etuk argues that “some deaths are considered by our people (Africans) as 
being particularly ‘bad’. Top on the list would be the death of a young man 

12   Th e Owan are a sub-group of the Edo-speaking peoples of southwestern Nigeria. 
 Occupying two Local Government Areas (Owan West and Owan East) of Edo State, Nigeria, the Owan 
people inhabit eleven major communities, namely, Emai, Evbo-mion, Igue, Ihievbe Ikao, luleha, Ivbi-
Ada-Obi, Ora, Otuo, Ozalla and Uokpa. For other relevant information about Owan identity see 
Ogbomo, O.W., Th e Evolution of An Ethnic Identity: Th e Owan of Mid-Western Nigeria in Adebayo 
Oyabade (ed)  Th e Transformation of Nigeria: Essays in Honour of Toyin Falola.  New Jersey: Africa World 
Press Inc., 2002, 462 – 480. See also Ogbomo, O.W.,  When men and Women mattered: A History of 
Gender Relations Among the Owan of Nigeria . New York: University of Rochester Press, 1997. 
13   See J.A. Onimhawo, ‘Th e Etsako Traditional Concept of Man’ in  EPHA: Ekpoma Journal of Religious 
Studies , Vol. 3, Nos 1&2 June 2000, p. 96. 
14   See C. Agulanna An African Perspective on Death and the Crisis of Existence, p. 1. 
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who has not had any issue to preserve his name. Close to that would be the 
death of a pregnant woman.” 15  Th is is also true about the Owan, given that they 
believe that good death comes at old age and the end of life, which is when man’s 
life goals or plans, desires or ambitions are more likely to have been fulfi lled. 

 Consequently, good death is a calling home of a kind, which everyone must 
answer at a ripe age. John Mbiti renders it this way:

  Death is conceived as a departure and not a complete annihilation of a person. 
He moves on to join the company of the departed, and the only major change 
is the decay of the physical body, but the spirit moves on to another state of 
existence. Some of the words describing death imply that a person goes “home” 
which means that this life is like a pilgrimage: the real “home” is in the hereafter 
since one does not depart from there. 16  

 Th is idea of death is widespread in African cultures. Like the Owan, the Igbo 
and the Yoruba, the Ewe of West Africa believe that since the human being is 
a being towards the end, it follows that death is not only a debt to be paid by 
all human beings but that human existence is a movement towards it. In his 
paper “Th e Image of Man in Africa,” N.K. Dzobo argues that contrary to the 
popular view that the end of life is death, the Ewe believe and affi  rm that the 
end of death is life. 17  Another way of explaining this point is that to be alive 
forever in this sensible world is to be incomplete, and for a man’s life to have 
been completed would be for him to be dead. Explicating this world-view 
further, Dzobo says:

  To the Ewe mind then, there is no question of life confronting and overcoming 
death. So far as the Ewes are concerned you cannot have life without death. Any 
time you pray for life you are also praying for death; because as one Ewe name 
puts it, “ Agbezwduku”  meaning “life and death are insolubly coupled together”. 
Confl ict is then eliminated in the Ewe conception of the relationship between 
life and death; complementarily, balance and reciprocity are the principles that 
unite them. 18  

 From the above, it is clear that within the African existentialist framework, 
death has its uses. It makes certain the fact that man’s sojourn in the sensible 
world is not forever and also gives some assurance that no evil or suff ering is 

15   U. Etuk,  Religion and Cultural Identity  (Ibadan: Hope Publications, 2002) p. 181. 
16   J. Mbiti,  African Religion and Philosophy  (London: Heinemann, 1969) P. 157. 
17   N.D. Dzobo, ‘Th e Image of Man in Africa’ in Kwasi Wiredu and Kwame Gyekye (eds)  Person and 
Community  (U.S.A: Washington: Th e Council for Research in Values and Philosophy, 1992) p. 132. 
18   N.D. Dzobo,  Person and Community  p. 133. 
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forever. In fact, Sidney Hook provides insight about the view of the usefulness 
of death, which is shared by Africans, when he argues:

  To anyone aware of the multitude of infamies and injustices which men have 
endured, of the broken bodies and tortured minds of the victims of these cruel-
ties, of the multiple dimensions of pain in which millions lie on mattress graves 
or with minds shrouded in darkness, death must sometimes appear as a benefi -
cent release, not an inconsolable affl  iction. 19  

 Th e consequence of this is that if human beings were unable to die, they 
would to that extent be unfree. 20  In the African world, where the metaphysi-
cal ancestral (spiritual) home is the dream of every living traditional African 
person, death is perceived as a catalyst for the realization of life hereafter. It 
is for this reason that the Etsako, for instance, perform the burial ceremony 
in two phases. Th ere is the ceremony of interment and that of the fi nal rites, 
which in Etsako is called  Itolimhi.  Th e former is the physical burial of the 
body, while the latter is spiritual and involves sacrifi ces, which according to 
the Etsako open the gates of the ancestral home. In the Owan thought sys-
tem, the death of a human person, say an elderly person whose sojourn in life 
has been adjudged worthwhile, does not attract sympathy, in the sense of the 
death being a tragedy or an absurdity. It is for this reason that the Owan, for 
instance, do not mourn, in the true sense of the word, the death of an elderly 
person. In fact, the word “death” is not used to describe the passage of an 
elderly person in Owan. He or she has simply transited to the great beyond. 
It is believed that the old person has gone to the fi nal home to rest. Th is is so 
because, according to Udo. Etuk:

  Among our people [Africans] long life is good and, obviously, the more or 
longer the better. Long life is also good because of what it can help men to 
achieve. A man who has lived to be very old would have lived to see his children, 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Th e funeral of such a grand old man is 
always a festival, attracting all his descendants, friends and relations, whereas 
the funeral of a young man or woman is always a very sorrowful and mournful 
aff air 21  

19   S.  Hook ‘Pragmatism and Th e Tragic Sense of Life’ in Paul Kurtz (ed)  American Philosophy in the 
Twentieth Century A Sourcebook from Pragmatism to Philosophical Analysis  (London: Macmillan, 1968) 
p. 525. 
20   S. Hook  American Philosophy in the Twentieth Century A Sourcebook from Pragmatism to Philosophical 
Analysis  p. 525. 
21   U. Etuk,  Religion and Cultural Identity,  p. 181. 
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 Th is explicitly suggests that there is life after the physical death of the body, 
meaning, again, that the idea of immortality is notoriously pervasive in the 
African world-view. 

 On the other hand, premature death or the death of a young man is con-
sidered to be a tragedy, especially if the deceased has no child to perform 
the funeral rites. For example, the Owan existential interpretation and meta-
physical explanation of this is that since the deceased has no child to perform 
the funeral ceremony, he cannot have a place in the ancestral world or spirit 
home. According to Abiodun Atafo:

  Adults who are married with children are given befi tting burials. Unmarried 
people and people without children are usually buried without ceremony. In 
fact, infants are not buried in the house but their dead bodies are thrown away 
into the evil grove—“ Ugbo-Iseku ” specifi cally set aside for such. Th e dead infant 
bodies are left exposed as prey to jackass and other wild animals prowling by 
night. Such children who die prematurely are known as “ Ivbi-Iseku. ” 22  

   For the African, therefore, death is both a normal feature of genuine existen-
tial living as well as a tragedy. It is the same thing as saying that death is both a 
meaningful phenomenon and a meaningless thing. Death becomes a welcome 
phenomenon when a man is of age and has signifi cantly fulfi lled all or sub-
stantially all the goals or expectations valued by the society, such as childbear-
ing, ripe age and reasonable achievement in the direction of personal, family 
and communal welfare. 

 However, death in the African existentialist framework is considered a trag-
edy or absurdity that renders existence meaningless when it involves a young 
man or woman who is perceived as “unqualifi ed” for the ancestral home. 
Such death is perceived as evil; it renders the deceased’s life meaningless. 
Consequently, the fact of death is not exclusively where Africans derive their 
sense of the meaninglessness of human life. 

 Th us, the Western existentialist argument that death is exclusively a har-
binger of meaninglessness, tragedy and absurdity is not wholly true within 
the African existentialist discursive paradigm. Rather, death, from the African 
existentialist point of view, is essentially part of what defi nes the true nature 
and meaning of human existence. Th is is so because in African thought sys-
tems and cultures, including those of the Owan, Igbo, Yoruba and Ewe, phys-
ical death is not an annihilation but a transformation and communion of 
“the individualized and personalized [ se ] with what Ewe call se gbo  i.e. Big and 

22   A. Atafo,  History of Iuleha  (Benin City: Welo Publishers, 1999) pp. 16–17. 
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Supreme [ se ] for the sake of rebirth of a new being” 23  Similarly, the Etsako 24  
and Esan, 25  both of Edo State, Nigeria, share a strong belief that death in its 
best sense is a passage to the “true home.” To the Owan, the “real home” is 
the spiritual world, in contrast to the world of sense perception, which is per-
ceived as a mere refl ection of the spiritual. 

 Western existentialism is generally permeated by anxiety, fear and uncer-
tainty about the purpose of human existence and its ultimate end. In 
Unamuno’s thought, for example, the idea of immortality, or life after death, 
is shrouded in uncertainty and the accompanying senses of tragedy and mean-
inglessness. Th e idea of immortality in African ontology is shielded from 
Cartesian doubt and scepticism. Th is implies that a traditional African person 
would not work himself or herself up, like Unamuno, about the question of 
the certainty of man’s immortality, given African ontological understanding 
of the spiritual passage and the worth of the human person. Mbiti argues that 
belief in the continuation of life after death is found in all African societies. 26  
Kwas Wiredu captures this point of view in the following words:

  Th is life is a preparation for the next but not only that; it is a waiting for the 
next. Th at still is not all; the very meaning of life consists in the fact that there 
is a next one. 27  

 Implicit in this is the fact that African ontology harbours a dualistic concep-
tion of reality. In other words, Africans perceive human existence as partly 
physical and partly spiritual. Among the Owan, for example, the word  eimi  
connotes the spiritual world, while  agbon  means the physical life. Th e tra-
ditional African person views the sensible world of perception and human 
life as a “marketplace,” wherein all human activities are analogous to acts of 
buying and selling. Simply stated, Africans believe that the human world is 
a marketplace in which human beings come to trade and from which they 
are expected to return home at the close of market or after an individual has 
fi nished his business of buying and selling. Th is belief is strongly rendered 
in the aphorism of the Iuleha people of Owan,  Ekialedovbagbon,  meaning, 
“[W]e are in this world for the purpose of trade or commerce.” Explicit in 

23   N.D. Dzobo,  Person and Community  p. 135. 
24   J.A. Onimhawo,  EPHA: Ekpoma Journal of Religious Studies , p. 96. 
25   For details of the Esan view on death, see G. Azenabor ‘African Th eory of Mind-Body: An Esan Cultural 
Paradigm’ in  Africa Quarterly  Vol. 39 1999, Pp. 121–133. 
26   J. Mbiti,  African Religion and Philosophy,  p. 157. 
27   K. Wiredu, ‘Death and the Afterlife in African Culture’Africa’ in Kwasi Wiredu and Kwame Gyekye 
(eds)  Person and Community  (U.S.A: Washington: Th e Council for Research in Values and Philosophy, 
1992) p. 142. 
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this is the reasoning (which is common among other Africans) that there 
is life after death. As further evidence of this point of view, the Yoruba 
hold that death is not the end of life. E.B. Idowu argues that death is only 
a means whereby the present earthly existence is changed for another, and 
that after death man passes into a life beyond, which is called  Ehin-Iwa,  
meaning “after life.” 28  

 Th is suggests that death does not necessarily signify a fi nal end to the exis-
tence of the human person and may not, in the fi nal analysis, constitute a 
source of meaninglessness to human existence. Th is is because Africans believe 
in the interrelationship of both a sensible (perceptible and physical) and a 
non-sensible (non-perceptible and spiritual) aspect of reality. Adebola Ekanola 
argues that while some Western metaphysical traditions, such as idealism, 
construe only the non-sensible and spiritual aspect of the world as real, or as 
superior to the sensible and physical aspect of the world, traditional Africans 
generally do not attempt any rigid compartmentalization of the world. 29  In 
fact, Ekanola argues that Africans construe the two aspects as interlocking and 
having a continuous and reciprocal infl uence on each other. Th ere is, there-
fore, a metaphysical dimension to the explanation of human existence among 
Africans such that death is not logically that which robs human existence of 
its beauty, worth or meaning. As has been clearly underscored from the fore-
going, Africans hold that death is a mere passage to another world. 

 Africans perceive human existence as two sides of a coin. Th is presupposes 
the fact that human life is to Africans not only characteristic of happiness, joy, 
meaning and peace, but also suff ering, poverty, anguish, anxiety and death 
as well. Good and bad, life and death, wealth and poverty, war and peace, 
and other innumerable opposites are defi nitive of human life or existence. 
Th is resembles what Unamuno and Camus regard as the confl ict of opposites. 
But unlike Western existentialism, which perceives almost everything in the 
negative (as meaningless), Africans have a sense both of meaning and mean-
inglessness. J.A. Aigbodioh argues that these innumerable opposites which 
characterize a genuine African human existence do indeed complement each 
other and are believed to be reconcilable, depending on man’s attitude to 
them. 30  It is in this rendering that we appreciate the argument of this chapter 
that we can derive a sense of meaning and, at the same time, meaningless-
ness from human existence, depending on which side of the divide one is 

28   E. B. Idowu,  Oludumare: God in Yoruba Belief  (London: William Clowes & Sons Ltd., 1962) p. 189. 
29   A. Ekanola ‘Metaphysical Issues in African Philosophy’ in OlusegunOladipo (ed)  Core Issues in African 
Philosophy  (Ibadan: Hope Publications, 2006) pp. 75–76. 
30   J. Agbodioh ‘Life is a Play: Another African Existential Image’ Unpublished manuscript Ambrose Alli 
University, Ekpoma, 2005, p. 11. 
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standing on. Th at is to say that a human life can be adjudged meaningful or 
meaningless depending on how well the person lived that life according to the 
person’s own or society’s goals. 

 Th is, however, brings us to the question of the kind of human existence 
that can be adjudged meaningful, given the widespread belief among Africans 
that human existence has purpose and meaning. W.E. Abraham argues that in 
the African world, each man is sent into the visible and natural world to fulfi l 
a particular mission. 31 []is  J.A. Omoyajowo extends this point of view:

  Th e African has never considered man as mere matter limited to earthly life, but 
recognizes in him the presence and power of another spiritual element in virtue 
of which human life is always related to the life after. As a matter of fact the 
general foundation of the tradition of Africa is the spiritual view of life. To every 
African, the spiritual world is not only a reality; it is also very near; and so the 
idea of the Deity as the fi rst and ultimate cause of this is very prominent every-
where in Africa. In this way, we can understand why the African believes that 
every man has his place in the world and that his destiny is fi xed from above. 32  

   Drawing from the above, J.O.  Awolalu maintains that in Africa, nobody 
rejoices alone and nobody suff ers alone. He says:

  When a child is born, all the members of the family and neigbours [sic] are 
informed and they come to share the joy with the particular family. When a 
person dies in a family, it is not only the immediate members of the family that 
share in the sorrow and in the funeral ceremonies, but all those who are in any 
way connected with any of the members of the family also rally round to give a 
befi tting burial to the deceased. 33  

   Th is encapsulates the general African belief that man is created for the pur-
pose of fellowship and mutual help. It is instructive to note from our analysis 
so far that Africans believe that for a human life to be adjudged meaningful, 
it must not be a life that is characterized by individualism, poverty, suff ering, 
greed, egoism, anguish or other types of lacking the good things of life. 

 Th us, the traditional African, for instance, will be quick to say that the con-
temporary depressing state of the human condition in Africa is an  expression 

31   W. E. Abraham,  Th e Mind of Africa  (Chicago: Th e University of Chicago Press, 1962) pp. 51–52. 
32   J.A. Omoyajowo, ‘Th e Concept of Man in Africa’ in  Orita: Ibadan Journal of Religious Studies  Vol. IX /I 
June 1975, pp. 37–38. 
33   See J.O. Awolalu as cited by J.A Omoyajowo  Orita: Ibadan Journal of Religious Studies,  p. 42. 
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of the absurdity or meaninglessness of human existence. Th is human condition 
is graphically captured by Robert Mugabe in the following words:

  Africa is now home to the world’s largest number of least developed countries. 
Th e continent further boasts of the largest refugee population in the world. 
Furthermore, it is a theatre of endless confl icts, civil strife, and gross human 
rights abuses. Whereas standards of living in other continents have risen over 
time, in Africa present standards of living are no better than they were two 
decades ago. High unemployment, infl ation, civil strife, poverty, refugee crisis, 
desertifi cation, disease, malnutrition—the list is endless—appear to be the only 
legacy the continent is capable of passing on from one generation to another. 34  

   However, it is not only through comfortable living that human existence 
acquires meaning in Africa. A meaningful human existence is substantially 
incomplete without children for a traditional African. Omoyajowo argues 
that childlessness is treated throughout Africa as a calamity that threatens 
life and the very existence of a clan. 35  It is one of the reasons, he says, why 
sexual morality is emphasized. In fact, traditional Africans value “a child” or a 
“human person” more than any other thing in life. 

 Th is is variously expressed in African names. For example, Owan names 
include  Omolei,  meaning “a child is the greatest”;  Omolegho,  which means “a 
child is greater than money”;  Omokhupon,  meaning “a child is one’s cloth”; 
 Omoadoni,  meaning “a child is what we are struggling and living for”; and 
 Omokhefe,  meaning “a child is wealth.” Th is is also true of the Igbos, Yorubas 
and Akan (Asante) people of Ghana. Th e Igbo name  Omorefese  means “a child 
is the end of wealth”; the Yoruba name  Omoboriowo  signifi es the fact that “a 
child is greater than money”; and in the Akan language, the name  Awooye  
means “it is good to have a child.” What all this implies is that procreation is 
one of the greatest of all things in life as far as Africans are concerned, mean-
ing that a life of affl  uence, free from poverty, disease, suff ering, death and 
anxiety, is absurd and meaningless without children. 

 Th e fulfi lment that comes from deep human relations, extended family, 
friendships, marriage, and more importantly, children, contributes to the 
most sublime state of being known to Africans, and these relationships are 
enough to fi ll their hearts with joy and happiness for a lifetime. 36  Th is, again, 

34   See Robert Mugabe as cited by M.L. Igbafen  Th eories and Issues in Philosophy of Development  (Ekpoma: 
Inno Press, 2003) p. 50. 
35   J.A Omoyajowo  Orita: Ibadan Journal of Religious Studies,  p. 42. 
36   M. Velasquez  Philosophy A Text with Readings  eight edition (U.S.A: Wads Worth/Th omson Learning, 
2002) p. 142. 
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is true about the Owan, for instance, in that the deepest experience the Owan 
can have is to live a life characterized by good extended family relationships, 
old age, contribution to communal survival and childbearing. To the African, 
it is the “blessing” of the womb that “turns back the dark night of the soul and 
transforms a lonely life into a thing of joy and ecstasy.” 37  

 Th us, procreation is foundational for a fulfi lled and meaningful existence 
in the African world. To this extent, traditional Africans greatly fear to die 
without children, particularly male children, through whom the survival of 
their names will be assured. Th is, however, implies a form of discrimination 
in favour of male children over females. Only the male child has a right of 
inheritance and custody of family lineage among many traditional African 
cultures. Th is means that a man who is not survived by children, particularly 
male children, has not lived at all. Th is is a craving for a form of immortality, 
the ambition or desire to continue to live even after (physical) death through 
the preservation of the family name. 

 It is important to add that traditional Africans necessarily believe that one 
can make meaning out of life and existence by living up to the goals one 
sets for himself or herself and the expectations of his or her immediate soci-
etal value system. Such goals, for instance, might be to raise a good family; 
to embark on childbearing; to become a successful farmer, hunter, warrior 
or world-class political leader; to contribute to community progress—all of 
which can form the personal or societal goals to which one can devote his 
or her life. Th e attainment of these goals may to a very large extent render a 
human life worthwhile and meaningful. Th e term “goal” in this sense might 
be interpreted to mean “desire” or “ambition,” in the sense that it connotes 
“the object of a person’s or community’s inspiration.” In other words, “desire,” 
“goal,” “aim” and “ambition” could be interchangeably used in this context to 
mean an inner eagerness to attain a specifi c pattern of life or existence. Not to 
attain one’s own or the community’s goals of a specifi c pattern of life might 
lead to a low estimation of the life of the person concerned. Th e traditional 
African belief is that meaning, as it relates to human existence, is derived from 
the fulfi lment of personal and communal aspirations. What all this means 
is that the African has a barometer of human values by which the worth or 
otherwise of a human life is measured. Th ese values, as we have seen, include 
childbearing, good extended family relationships, old age and contribution to 
communal survival. Hence, for the traditional African, a life that has mean-
ing is one that is “blessed” with children and distinguished by reasonable 

37   K. Wiredu,  Person and Community,  p. 142. 
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 achievements in the direction of personal fulfi lment, family, integrity and 
communal welfare. 38  

 For a traditional African, therefore, the existential problems which might 
rob human existence of its abundance and fullness are childlessness and the 
misery of poverty and suff ering. In the worsening African existential condi-
tion, the terms “poverty” and “suff ering” are interchangeably used to mean a 
complete state of (material) want. Th e existential misery of poverty is rendered 
in the Owan dialect as  eson,  connoting abject poverty and suff ering. Poverty in 
this context is contrasted with abundance and prosperity. To the African, the 
most unnatural phenomenon imaginable one that renders human existence 
unbearable and frustrating. Th us, the poverty and suff ering arising from lack 
of shelter, food or other necessary things is an existential calamity dreaded 
by the typical African. Th e degree to which this is so is expressed in African 
names. For instance, Owan names such as  Iziegbeoya  or  Iziegbeison  mean “I 
did not choose the portion of poverty or suff ering.” Similarly, the Akan people 
of Ghana also dread suff ering and poverty, as expressed in the saying, “[M]y 
body is not meant for suff ering or poverty.” For the Akan, suff ering and pov-
erty truly make life meaningless. Th is is captured in the Akan name  Antobre,  
meaning “I did not come to this world to suff er.” In fact, the dread of suf-
fering and its accompanying anguish and anxiety probably account for the 
culture of hard work and diligence among traditional Africans, although this 
culture is dying out. In Owan, for instance, the poor person is considered not 
only a failure but one whose life is perceived as a curse to humanity. 

 One needs to be careful to understand the import of this aspect of the 
African existential world-view. It is not true that Africans exalt materialism. 
Neither is it true that traditional Africans believe in a simple accumulation 
of wealth which does not give an account of how the wealth is acquired. 
Wealth in the traditional African setting is respected if and only if it is earned 
through hard work. Th ere is therefore a sharp distinction between this tradi-
tional African concept of wealth and the contemporary idea of wealth. Th e 
diff erence turns on the fact that while a rich person in the contemporary view 
commands the respect and obedience of others irrespective of how the wealth 
is acquired, in the traditional African setting, a man or woman is respected 
only if wealth is acquired by dint of hard work. Furthermore, the wealth must 
be seen to have benefi ted his or her immediate and extended families as well 
as the community. 

 In the traditional African world, therefore, if there is any existential prob-
lem which robs human existence of its abundance and fullness, it is not 

38   M. Velasquez  Philosophy A Text with Readings  p. 71. 
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 necessarily death or doubt about the fi nal end of human existence. What can 
conveniently be derived from the foregoing is that in Africa, human existence 
can be adjudged meaningful or meaningless. In other words, meaning and 
meaninglessness are essential defi ning characteristics of genuine human exis-
tence in traditional Africa.  

    Conclusion 

 We have in the course of this chapter attempted to clarify the doctrine of 
existentialism as a philosophical movement from which the idea of African 
existentialism is derived. Th e chapter argued that the senses of meaning 
and meaninglessness both play a part in African existential philosophizing; 
indeed, the two concepts coexist and are assimilated into each other in African 
existentialism. In particular, the chapter argued that the African communal 
ontology and way of life provide a means of absorbing some of the shocks and 
dislocations that seem to suggest that life is meaningless. Unlike some Western 
existentialist philosophies wherein the idea of immortality is shrouded in 
uncertainty and the question of death is perceived as a tragedy that makes life 
meaningless, the African world is immune to Cartesian doubt and scepticism 
in terms of the purpose of human existence and its ultimate end. 

 Th e central argument of the chapter was that the general African ontol-
ogy contains in it that which, to a very large extent, mitigates the existential 
problems of meaning, fear, anxiety and uncertainty which are traditionally 
associated with the whole question of the ultimate end of man and existence 
in Western existentialism. 

 Th us, the chapter affi  rmed that Africans are of the belief that there is mean-
ing in life experiences, and the meaning of life lay in a person’s daily activi-
ties and struggles to live a life characterized by peaceful coexistence, old age, 
childbearing, contribution to communal survival and expectation of a life 
hereafter, which is made possible by the instrumentality of death. Th e chapter 
thus showed that life can be meaningful despite death, suff ering and confl ict. 
In particular, it argued that death, which is a central theme of Western phi-
losophers’ rationalization that life is meaninglessness, does not signify a fi nal 
end to the existence of the person and may not, in the fi nal analysis, constitute 
a source of meaninglessness of human existence. It argued that “good death” 
within the context of the African ontological scheme is a calling home of a 
kind which every qualifi ed African looks forward to. Th e chapter concluded 
that, contrary to some existentialist philosophies, African existentialism holds 
that life can be meaningful despite the fact of death.     
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         Introduction 

 How does one explain a people’s disposition toward existence? How do we, 
for instance, account for the diff erence in British and Akan attitudes toward 
the dead, or of Christian and Muslim attitudes toward dressing? People of dif-
ferent cultures and orientations tend to exhibit peculiar dispositions toward 
facets of existence. Understanding these diff erences has been of interest to 
scholars in the history of ideas, including anthropologists, behavioural theo-
rists, ethnographers, psychologists and philosophers. 

 I do not intend within the pages of this chapter to present the many theories 
available to explain such diff erences. Rather, my intention is to explore what 
seems to me to be the most crucial and fundamental element in comprehend-
ing diff erences in attitudes, normative ideas, beliefs and conceptions formed 
about things in a space of dwelling or a particular community. Consciously or 
unconsciously, as we live within our particular worlds we assimilate such con-
ceptions in meagre bits, but they soon burst out into torrents of behaviour, 
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action and attitudes that are not as latent and unobservable as the ideas and 
conceptions that give rise to them. 1  

 In exploring this perspective, I draw evidence from, and attempt an ana-
lytic experiment of, Western and African conceptions of time and colour and 
their corresponding and respective dispositions toward living. Th e evidence 
shows that time and colour in the Western tradition have specifi c natures. 
Time is measured in hours, minutes and seconds, while colours are distinctly 
identifi ed in their various shades, such as blue, red, green, indigo or grey. 
In African traditions, time and colour have approximated natures. Th ere is 
no linear-specifi c measurement of time in the African worldview. Rather it 
is approximated based on observation of natural atmospheric conditions 
and seasonal events. Also, there are basically three specifi c colours in many 
African linguistic schemes—black, white and red—in many African linguistic 
schemes, and colours of objects are defi ned only by approximations to these 
colours. I then show that the understanding of these concepts necessitates 
how people behave and live in Western and African societies. It explains, for 
instance, attitudes toward work and punctuality, or the meanings attributed 
to diff erent colours. It also explains the positive and negative impacts that dif-
ferent types of reasoning may have on society at large, for instance, as seen in 
the purposive, calculative and instrumental rationality of the science-oriented 
West and the holistic and norm-guided approach to reason in indigenous 
African communities.  

    Time, Colour and Existential Attitudes in the West 

 Valuing precision and specifi city is ubiquitous in Western thought, particu-
larly since modernity. Although elements of such valuing have been present 
in Western thought since antiquity, they have become more pronounced since 
the Enlightenment and into the modern era, a span of time that saw the emer-
gence and enthronement of scientifi c/positivistic thinking above all other forms 
of thought. During the Enlightenment, science came to be thought of as the 
last stage of human development that nothing better could come after science. 
Auguste Comte, one of the foremost positivists, conceived scientifi c thinking 
as the last of three stages of human development, the other two being the theo-
logical and metaphysical stages. Science, according to him, surpasses the other 

1   Cf. W.V.O.  Quine (1969). “Naturalized Epistemology” in Ontological Relativity and Other Essays 
(New York: Columbia University Press): 69–90. 
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stages and is the summit of human thought. 2  Ernst Cassirer asserts that “there 
is no power in our modern world which may be compared to that of scientifi c 
thought. It is held to be the summit and consummation of all our human activi-
ties, the last chapter in the history of mankind…” 3  F.H. Giddings adds: “We [sci-
entists] control everything that happens. We determine when it shall occur and 
where. We arrange circumstance and surrounding, atmosphere and temperature;  
possible ways of getting in and possible ways of getting out.” 4  

 Th e scientifi c system of thought , which has gained such an esteemed image 
in the modern era and continues to exact a massive measure of authority 
over human aff airs and everyday life, has among its core features precision, 
accuracy and specifi city. In fact, one feature that is responsible for the exalted 
image of Western science is its specifi c character. Science is seen as possessing 
the character of specifi city for two main reasons. First, it studies and is con-
cerned with specifi c objects in the universe; second, it provides us with spe-
cifi c, precise information about such objects. 5  A scientist may decide to study 
the hibiscus fl ower, a specifi c object in the universe. In carrying out such a 
study, the scientist would provide us with specifi c information about it, such 
as its size, colour, texture and weight. Such specifi c information about specifi c 
objects is described and presented with much accuracy in science. 

 Th e culture of precision and specifi city in the West is present not only in 
modern science; it goes far back into the history of Western thought. In this 
section we shall pay attention to two aspects of Western thought where speci-
fi city is obviously emphasised and cherished: time and colour. 

 Th e discourse of time has a rich history in Western thought. Philosophers, 
theologians, mathematicians and other scholars have all been interested in 
comprehending the nature of time. What is clear from this inquiry is that 
time is an elusive concept whose nature is diffi  cult to defi ne. St Augustine 
captures well the elusive nature of time in a now popular expression in his 
 Confessions : “What then is time? If no one asks me, I know. If I wish t explain 
it to one that asks, I do not know.” Th e historical diffi  culty of defi ning time 
has led to many Western conceptions of time. As Bunin and Yu explain, each 
of these conceptions faces one challenge or another. For instance, time has 
been conceived as the progression and ordering of events in terms of before 

2   See Auguste Comte (1853), Th e Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte, translated by Harriet Martineau 
(London: J. Chapman). 
3   Ernst Cassirer (1967), An Essay on Man: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Human Nature (New 
Haven: Yale University Press), 207. 
4   F.  H. Giddings (1924), Th e Scientifi c Study of human Society (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press), 55. 
5   J. A. Aigbodioh (1997), Philosophy of Science: Issues and Problems (Ibadan: Hope Publications), 3. 
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and after or in terms of past, present and future. It has also been conceived 
to be a passage or a fl owing stream, but this gives rise to the criticism of the 
myth of passage. Time is thought to have one dimension and an irreversible 
direction, but it is unclear what gives time its direction, whether there can be 
a backward temporal order, or how to account for the asymmetry between 
the past and the future. Zeno’s paradoxes raise fundamental questions about 
time as an infi nite continuum, and similar problems arise concerning space. 
Even with contemporary developments in mathematics, it remains disputable 
whether time is infi nitely divisible. Plato claims that time is created and is the 
moving image of eternity. Philosophers continue to debate whether time has 
a beginning and whether we can make sense of a timeless existence. Aristotle, 
in  Physics,  expresses many puzzles about the existence of time. Kant argues 
that time, like space, is a form of intuition, and he understands mathematical 
knowledge to be determined in relation to these forms. Kant gives time a cru-
cial role in his account of the categories and their application to experience. 
Bergson distinguishes between intellectualised physical time and duration, 
which, as the time of consciousness, is the real essence of time. Th e validity 
of McTaggart’s attack on the reality of time is still under debate. Another 
enduring dispute concerns whether time is absolute or relational. Heidegger’s 
account of temporality is fundamental to his account of human being. In exis-
tentialism, time is more subjectively conceived through its connection with 
the problem of human experience. 6  

 Th e aim in this paper is not to engage these many theories of time in 
Western thought, to defend one theory over and above others, or to pos-
tulate a new theory that is infallible. To be sure, that would be a grandiose 
agenda. Th e aim instead is to isolate and theorise a conception of time that is 
deep-seated within the consciousness of the Western person, an idea of time 
that infl uences how he/she lives and exists every day. A typical Westerner 
sees time as the specifi c and precise measurements deducible from the clock. 
Such specifi c measurements include the seconds, minutes and hours, which 
in turn amount to days, weeks, months and years. Th ree interrelated pillars 
of the foundation of such an idea in the mind of the Westerner are readily 
obvious. First, the infl uence of the Newtonian linear conception of time is an 
important feature of the Western worldview. Th e linear conception sees time 
as an absolute objective reality that we can neither alter nor infl uence but only 
strive to fi t into. Th e second pillar is the infl uence of the claims of specifi city 
and objectivity in science. Science has infl uenced and continues to infl uence 

6   Nicholas Bunin and Jiyuan Yu (2004), Th e Blackwell Dictionary of Western Philosophy (Malden MA: 
Blackwell Publishing), 690. 
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the mindset of Westerners, and many consider time as an object of science 
that has specifi c characteristics and an objective nature. Th e third pillar is the 
Industrial Revolution, during which dependence on clock time was seen as 
vital for the success of industrialisation. 

 Th e specifi city of Western time accounts for why Western cultures are 
rightly described as monochronic cultures. In monochronic cultures, time is 
viewed and used in calculative and productive terms, similar to money, with 
specifi c measurements and allocations to specifi c events. Hence, there is a 
popular slogan in the West that says that time is money. In a monochronic 
culture, a person has a very strict way of viewing time. Time is “spent’’ on use-
ful things. Meetings in companies need to have a specifi c agenda which must 
start at a specifi c time and must be followed strictly. In monochromic cultures, 
people like to have projects with deadlines and fi xed outcomes. Events such as 
football matches, weddings, business meetings and contracts are expected to 
start and end at specifi c times. As Brett Rutledge explains:

  Monochronic cultures like to do just one thing at a time. Th ey value a certain 
orderliness and sense of there being an appropriate time and place for every-
thing. Th ey do not value interruptions. Th ey like to concentrate on the job at 
hand and take time commitments very seriously. In addition monochronic 
people tend to show a great deal of respect for private property and are reluctant 
to be either a lender or a borrower. Th is is part of a general tendency to follow 
rules of privacy and consideration as well as adhere religiously to plans. 7  

 In monochronic cultures, therefore, the attitude toward existence is one of 
doing specifi c things at specifi c times. Doing things before or after the stated 
time is not the norm and is frowned at. It is unconventional for a Western 
person to be at work after the stated resumption time, to enter a wedding cere-
mony after it has commenced, to get to an exam hall after the exam has started, 
or to go for a job interview late. It is also not accepted to start a business meet-
ing or an exam, for instance, before the stated time simply because 99 % of the 
attendants are present. Th is attitude toward punctuality is not something that 
the Westerner struggles to practice. It is part of him/her because without it, he/
she cannot fl ourish within the society he lives in. Th is is because the society 
itself, the train schedules, airline fl ights, hospital appointments, work shifts 
and so on are all organised around fi xed, precise timing. Being late or early 
doesn’t favour any one. Being right on time is the norm. 

7   Brett Rutledge, World Champion of Public Speaking and Executive Communication Specialist writes 
about communication. In Th e Articulate CEO. Accessed on February 12, 2016 from:  http://thearticu-
lateceo.typepad.com/my-blog/2011/08/cultural-diff erences-monochronic-versus-polychronic.html 
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 Th e idea of colour is another example of the value of precision and specifi city 
in Western cultures. Over the years, the recognised number of specifi c and 
precise colours has increased tremendously. We can talk theoretically of mil-
lions of colours, most of which have a Western origin: pink, red, blue, green, 
brown, yellow, cyan, indigo, violet, grey, orange, ash, white, black, gold, 
lemon, oxblood and so on. Each of these colours comes in diff erent shades. 
Green, for instance, has such shades as acid green, bottle green, army green 
and android green. Each of these colours is assigned specifi c codes. Although 
some of these colours are taken as primary, such as red, green and blue, due 
to the fact that a blend of them creates the secondary colours, even colours 
created from blends of the primary and secondary colours are given a specifi c 
and precise status in the Western linguistic scheme. Th e secondary and other 
colours are not seen merely as approximations of the primary colours; they 
are named individually and given independent status in the Western linguistic 
scheme. Colour in the West is therefore seen as a specifi c quality of an object 
which is properly named. Every shade of colour has a specifi c and precise 
name and nature diff erent from other colours, no matter how closely they 
may resemble each other when visualised. 

 Th e Western conception of colour goes a long way to aff ect the Westerner’s 
aesthetic attitude. Colour is an important factor in virtually every aspect of 
art, beauty and industrial design in the West. It plays essential roles in areas 
such as fashion and makeup, design and packaging of products, advertise-
ment, architecture, traffi  c control, communication of meaning, and educa-
tion. Producers of goods and services utilise the millions of colours to reach 
the hearts of consumers in the West. Take, for instance, the role of colour in 
the fashion industry. Specifi c and precise shades of colours are explored by the 
many fashion designers to fi nd those that appeal to the millions of consumers 
targeted by their clothing lines. Fashion designers are well aware of the spe-
cifi c colours that appeal to ladies and those that appeal to gentlemen. Fashion 
experts know how time-consuming it can be to get just the right colour or 
blend of colour for a cloth. Th e time consumed in reaching that decision is 
considered worth all the eff ort because the goal of appealing to consumers is 
mostly achieved. 

 In like manner, colour plays a signifi cant role in the world of technology. 
Th e most expensive cameras, televisions, broadcasting services, laptops, elec-
tronic tablets and mobile phones are as expensive as they are because of the 
quality of colour produced by the gadget and the specifi c amount of colours 
it can produce. Such terms as “pixels”, “megapixels”, “high-defi nition” and 
“colour fi lter array” suggest the extent to which colours are important to the 
Western mind.  
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    Time, Colour and Existential Attitudes in Africa 

 Shifting away from our focus on the West, African societies, particularly those 
in sub-Saharan Africa, tend to value ideas and concepts that approximate 
aspects of reality to those that provide precise and specifi c perspectives on 
aspects of reality. Many African cultures are well known for a holistic ontology 
that de-emphasises the focus on individuality and specifi city and emphasises 
the whole over its specifi c parts. African proverbs and dictums such as “I am 
because we are”, “A tree cannot make a forest”, and “One fi nger cannot carry 
a load” show the emphasis on the whole rather than the segmented parts. 
Th is holistic perception of reality has been thoroughly theorised by African 
philosophers in the last six decades or so and may not require an elaborate 
explanation here. 8  Th e basic point to be drawn from such theoretical con-
structs of the African conception of reality is that all beings, both physical 
and non-physical, in the African ontological structure are interwoven and 
united by an ontological principle conceptualised as the vital force, and such 
interwoven beings cannot be considered at any point as separate from one 
another. Th e community of beings therefore has ontological priority over any 
particular entity or individual in the ontological structure. My interest here is 
how this conception of reality plays out in other aspects of African life, such 
as time and colour. 

 Th e African concept of time has also received a lot of attention, particularly 
since the publication of Mbiti’s  African Religions and Philosophy  in the late 
1960s, in which he devotes a chapter to what is seen as a pioneering attempt 
to theorise “Th e African Concept of Time”. In Mbiti’s view, the African con-
cept of time is tied to events and does not possess such linear-specifi c mea-
surements as seconds, minutes and hours, as found in Western clock time. He 
identifi es two categories of time in African cultures. Th e fi rst category is the 
 Sasa , which encompasses the recent past, the present and the very immediate 
future.  Zamani,  the second category, consists of the more distant past. In his 
words:

  Th e Sasa generally binds individuals and their immediate environment together. 
It is the period of conscious living. On the other hand, Zamani is the period of 

8   For perspectives on the holistic conception of reality in African cultures, see, for instance, P. Tempels 
(1959).  Bantu Philosophy,  Paris: Présence Africaine; l. J. Teff o and A. P. J. Roux (1998). “Metaphysical 
Th inking in Africa”. In P.H. Coetzee and A.P.J. Roux (Eds).  Th e African Philosophy Reader , pp. 134–148, 
London & New York: Routledge; G. O. Ozumba (2004). “African Traditional Metaphysics”.  Quodlibet 
Journal,  Vol. 6, No. 3, URL:  http://www.quodlibet.net/articles/ozumba-africa.shtml ; and J.  S. Mbiti 
(1969).  African Religions and Philosophy , London, Ibadan, Nairobi: Heinemann. 
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the myth, giving a sense of foundation or “security” to the Sasa period; and 
binding together all created things.…[h]istory moves “backward” from the Sasa 
period to the Zamani, from the moment of intense experience to the period 
beyond which nothing can go. 9  

 Mbiti’s view of time in Africa no doubt raised a lot of dust due to some obvious 
shortcomings. One of the many criticisms raised against Mbiti is his denial 
of the future dimension in African time. Mbiti’s conception acknowledges a 
past-present dimension of African time but denies any concrete conception of 
the future. In fact, Mbiti does not shy away from this point of criticism. He 
says himself in the seminal work:

  Th e future is virtually absent because events which lie in it have not taken place, 
they have not been realized and cannot, therefore, constitute time. If however, 
events are certain to occur, or if they fall within the inevitable rhythm of nature, 
they at best constitute only potential time, not actual time…Actual time is 
therefore what is present and what is past. 10  

 I do not wish to discuss this point of criticism within this space. I only wish 
to highlight some general points about the African concept of time and how 
it aff ects the attitude of Africans toward existence. I am particularly interested 
in the conception of African time as tied to events. 

 An African usually tells time in terms of events, such as the rising and set-
ting of the sun, the current season, the crowing of the hen, the position of 
the shadows, the full moon, market days and days of festivals. Based on the 
position of the sun or shadows, for instance, an African—in a traditional 
community setting—can tell whether it is getting dark or not. Th e African 
is not concerned, however, with knowing the exact, precise or specifi c time 
as off ered by the clock. Time is thus approximated rather than specifi ed in 
the African thought system. It is not calculative, mechanical or precise. Bert 
Hamminga aptly captures this point in his distinction between African and 
Western conceptions of time when he says:

  Th e African interpretation of time starts thus: events occur in some order: there 
is “before” and there is “after”. In African languages, there is a number of tenses 
that indicate roughly “how much” before, and how much after. Th ere usually is 
a tense for ”at that time”, for “after that”, for “a considerable time after that”, 
and “a very long time after”. Th at does not sound strange to a Westerner. He 

9   J. S. Mbiti,  African Religions and Philosophy , 19. 
10   Ibid. 21. 
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also has such rough ideas on events. But the Westerner’s clock and calendar gives 
him the option of fi ling the event as having occurred at a certain numerical date- 
time. Th e Westerner deems that more “precise”. He wants to have trains run-
ning on schedule and fl y to the moon. Africans have diff erent aims in life. Th ey 
want to “live” their own way. Traditionally, Africans have no concept of histori-
cal progress: in every life of every person the same happens. Th ere is no thrive 
[sic] to change things… Th e past is a chain of events. It has its places that are 
marked in memory, just as when you travel far through an unknown area. You 
will remember the river crossed, the mountain pass climbed. In time, you remem-
ber your eldest brother getting his fi rst child, your great grandfather dying, your 
harvest spoiled by torrential rains, a war. Th ose are the tops of the “hours” in the 
memory of the African. Between them are the minor events as “minutes”. 
Westerners would say these hours do not have equal length. Africans are not 
interested at all in such considerations. By talking en passing over history orally 
to one another, they cut themselves a wooden past that feels like a comfortable 
place well connected to the present. A history to rest upon comfortably. Not so 
Westerners, who run puffi  ng after the time they created to be their master! 11  

   Th is idea of time in African cultures accounts for the attitude of many Africans 
toward existence. Th is is refl ected, for instance, in the issue of punctuality among 
Africans. For many modern Africans who are by cultural assimilation compelled 
to do things in accordance with Western clock time, it is a norm to go to meet-
ings, work, weddings and other events just before or after the stated clock time 
specifi ed for the said events. Th ere is no big deal in getting to work by 8:45 am 
even though the stated time was 8:00 am; in fact, it is part of their being to 
do so, to approximate time. Th e handful of Africans who are right on time for 
events have either worked hard to overcome this norm or have been compelled 
to do so by Western-infl uenced bureaucracies, industries and companies. And 
because this is not part of the being of those under such Western-infl uenced 
establishments, many of them frown at it and struggle hard to meet up. 

 In contrast with Western monochronic cultures, African cultures have thus 
been described as polychronic. Th e EuroAfricaCentral Network describes the 
distinction between polychronic and monochronic cultures thus:

  Polychronic individuals, on the other hand, are more fl exible about time sched-
ules; they have no problem integrating task-oriented activities with socio- 
emotional ones. For them, maintaining relationships and socializing are more 
important than accomplishing tasks. Th ese individuals usually see time in a 
more holistic manner; in other words, many events may happen at once. Latin 

11   Bert Hamminga, “Th e Western versus the African Time Concept.” Retrieved on January 14, 2016 
from:  http://asb4.com/fl oor/teaching/timeafr/timeafri.html 
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America, the Middle East, and Africa are places where the polychronic orienta-
tion prevails. In certain cities in the U.S., it is not uncommon for us to fi nd 
timetables or daily schedules for buses or trains. If the bus is to be at a certain 
stop at 10:09 PM, for example, one can expect that to happen at the designated 
time, give or take a minute. For polychronic individuals such precise timetables 
are mind-boggling, as many of them are simply used to going to the bus stop 
and waiting—not knowing whether they will be waiting for fi ve or forty-fi ve 
minutes. Th at is just the way things are. 12  

 Th is diff erence in time orientation between Western cultures and African cul-
tures is refl ected, for instance, in the complaints of Western business people 
conducting business in Africa or with typical African persons. Th e diff erence in 
orientation can lead to frustration on the part of Westerners due to diffi  culties 
in starting a meeting on time, getting through the agenda, and ending the meet-
ing at the time scheduled. Because time is often spent before such get-togethers 
to establish social rapport, the frustration may be surprising to the African. 13  

 Another clear case of approximation in African cultures, other than time, is 
colour. In many African linguistic schemes, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, 
only three basic colours can be identifi ed: white, black and red. Among the 
Esan people of southern Nigeria, where I come from, the three colours that 
exist are  ufuamhin  (white),  ubimhin  (black) and  ugianmhin  (red). Every other 
colour tends to be an approximation of these three colours or is not acknowl-
edged within the conceptual scheme of the culture. Th ere are constructions 
within the Esan language that suggest that the colour of a thing approxi-
mates the three basic colours, such as  odia bhe begian  (“it looks like it is red”) 
and  ofua se se se  (“it is so white”). Th is accounts for the lack of very many 
colours in the artistic works of many traditional African societies. In some 
ways, this also aff ects the aesthetic attitudes of traditional Africans. African 
people traditionally have not been concerned with identifying hundreds of 
specifi c colours. Th ey have been content with the few contained within their 
conceptual scheme and those that are evident in nature even though silent in 
the language. Th e few conceptualised colours are used to form meaningful 
relationships and bonds among people. For instance, white clothes are worn 
to show purity, ripeness and maturity. Th e symbolic representations of the 
few colours help to  maintain healthy relationships, and that is all that matters 
within traditional communal spaces of dwelling.  

12   “Monochronic versus Polychronic Cultures.” In  EuroAfricaCentral Network . Retrieved January 14, 
2016 from:  http://www.euroafrica-multiculture.com/index.php/key-concepts/126-monochronic-versus-
polychronic-cultures 
13   Ibid. 
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    Conclusion 

 Th e discourse we have been engaging in shows clearly that beliefs about aspects 
of reality vary from one culture to another, and such cultural conceptualisa-
tions aff ect how people within such cultures live on a daily basis. Th e manner 
in which time and colour is conceived in the West and in Africa shows clearly 
that such conceptions have consequences, which can be either positive or 
negative, for human life within such places. For instance, the Western mono-
chronic concept of time has been seen as one of the bases of the many novel 
achievements of the Western world. But it has also been seen as a basis for 
the inhuman instrumental and calculative thinking of the West that tends to 
see everything, including humans, as means to various ends. Th e polychronic 
conception of time in African is often seen as a basis of the underdevelopment 
experienced in Africa. But it is also seen as a basis of the healthy social bond-
ing and solidarity that exists among members of African communities. Th ese 
observations support the popular philosophical expression that ideas rule the 
world. If anyone wishes to change the existential conditions in a society, he/
she ought to target the ideas governing that society rather than the conse-
quences of such ideas.     

17 Western Specifi cations, African Approximations: Time, Colour... 265



267© Th e Author(s) 2017
I.E. Ukpokolo (ed.), Th emes, Issues and Problems in African Philosophy, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-40796-8_18

 Probable Limits of Particularism in African 
Existential Discourse                     

     Wale     Olajide   

    18   

        W.   Olajide    () 
  Department of Philosophy ,  Ekiti state University ,   Ado Ekiti ,  Nigeria   
 e-mail: ashaolu52@yahoo.co.uk  

         Introduction 

 To experience human life as the only form of life that is available to us 
as humans (as against plant life or animal life) and from that given freely 
choose how we wish to live it. In making this case, I shall examine two ste-
reotyped claims that have become permanent features in African discourse, 
particularly in African philosophy, African anthropology and African tradi-
tional religions. I shall conclude that both these claims, when carefully ana-
lyzed, are unrefl ective transfers of errors of judgments that are at best hasty 
over-generalizations. Th e more guilty party in these errors is made up of 
European scholars and missionaries—the former, armchair commentators, 
and the latter, overzealous evangelizers. Human brains are not marked white 
or black, and neither are our perceptions and conclusions about the world 
in which we live. Th e force of nurture does not by any necessity foreclose 
common universal agreement on issues that aff ect how we perceive and 
experience human life or, in particular, what the existence or non-existence 
of a deity adds to such perception.  
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    The Problem 

 Th e word “stereotype,” although most commonly used by social psychologists, 
anthropologists and ethnographers, is gradually being adopted by political 
scientists and neuroscientists, the latter in their classifi cations of mental pos-
tures that exhibit sameness of patterns or manifestations. By defi nition, “ste-
reotype” is used to refer to a rigidly conventional expression, idea or character; 
a stamp which enables people to be put into neat little boxes and fi led away. It 
is a process by which human beings are sorted, pigeonholed, settled and classi-
fi ed. Stereotyping is an open-and-shut case of ascription beyond which noth-
ing extra is entertained or added. Where adopted as a method of adjudication 
and easy referencing, there is a total absence of rigor of investigation, fact 
fi nding or research. Th e job has long been done and dusted, the case has long 
been settled, and the badge or stamp of reference has been provided. All that 
is required is to simply wear it. Th e color black may now be called beautiful, 
but much earlier, when used with reference to black-skinned humans’ history 
in the name of ethnic cleansing, color supremacy and colonization, it meant 
ugly, evil, mentally inferior, dark, pagan, heathen, unintelligent, untutored, 
stupid and poor. Slavery, racism, apartheid, genocide and various other forms 
of man’s inhumanity to man thrived courtesy of negative stereotyping. 

 Two bold assertions which scholars writing on the traditional African 
world often adopt without suffi  cient critical appraisal are that (1) religion is 
inextricably tied to morality and (2) the traditional African is a theist. Th e 
former is sometimes given some variation when the claim is made categori-
cally that morality is the fruit of religion. Professor Bolaji Idowu, a prelate of 
the Methodist Church and a respected scholar of African Tradition Religion 
is emphatic about this:

  Th e Yoruba do not make attempt to separate of religion. Th ey do not make 
attempt to separate the two; and it is  impossible  for them to do so without disas-
trous consequences. (Th e italics are added for emphasis) 1  

 Th e reason is made obvious by J.S. Mbiti, since according to him.

  Africans are notoriously religious …. Religion permeates into all the depart-
ments of life so fully that it is not easy or possible always to isolate it …. 
Wherever the African is, there is his religion. 2  

1   Bolaji Idowu (1962)  Olodumare, God in Yoruba Belief , London, Longman, p. 22. 
2   J.S. Mbiti (1969),  African Religions and Philosophy , New York: Double Day and Co. Inc., p. 1. 
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 And by extension, there is his entire being and all other practices and beliefs 
that defi ne him as African. Th e traditional African is totally immersed in a 
religious engagement which runs from his birth and invariably continues after 
his death. Th e existential strain which underscores, moderates and rules indi-
vidual existence is the religious. As Mbiti aptly sums up, “[T]o live is to be 
caught up in the religious drama.” One broad universal deduction from these 
rather bold claims is that (all) traditional Africans acknowledge God not only 
as existing but as the Supreme Being, greater than any other god. Deriving 
from this, it is nearly impossible, therefore, to fi nd traditional Africans who 
are atheists or agnostics. By necessity, whatever moral status the African peo-
ple profess is ultimately tied to their religion or derived from it. It is important 
to note here that African religion is characteristically both monotheistic and 
polytheistic at the same time. As Robin Horton notes:

  it is typical of traditional African religious systems that they include, on the one 
hand, ideas about a multiplicity of spirits and on the other hand ideas about a 
single supreme being …. Th e many spirits and the one God play complemen-
tary roles in people’s thinking. 3  

 According to Evans-Pritchard, “a theistic religion need be neither monotheis-
tic nor polytheistic. It may be both.” 4  Professor Bolaji Idowu calls it diff used 
monotheism. 

 Th e claim that morality derives its essence from religion, a position that I 
have tagged “dependence theory,” when carefully examined would seem an 
exaggeration. Th ere certainly exists some relationship between morality and 
religion, particularly having to do with religious endorsement of injunctions 
and support of reasons why some injunctions are recommended and consid-
ered imperative. If morality is all about the means and ends of human behav-
ior, its good and bad, right and wrong, these injunctions would undoubtedly 
be shared concerns of religion, and African religion would be no exception. 
Th e implied claim of the dependence of morality on religion is certainly 
no accident but a necessary deduction, given the interventionist posture of 
endorsement and the theocentric existential climate of the traditional African. 
To over-emphasize the point would seem yet again another case of hasty over- 
generalization because the conclusion of the dependence of morality on reli-
gion simply does not follow. It is in fact not the case. As Professor Kwasi 
Wiredu notes:

3   Robin Horton (1970) in ed. Bryan R. Wilson,  Rationality , London, Basil Blackwell, p. 143. 
4   See E.E. Evans-Pritchard (1986)  Nuer Religion,  Oxford, p. 316. 
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  Traditional [African] thinking about the foundations of morality is refreshingly 
non-supernaturalist. Not that one can fi nd in traditional sources elaborate theo-
ries of humanism. But anyone who refl ects on our traditional ways of speaking 
about morality is bound to be struck by the preoccupation with human welfare: 
what is morally good is what befi ts a human being; it is what is decent for man, 
what brings dignity, respect, contentment, prosperity, joy to man and his 
community. 5  

 Specifi cally he emphasizes that

  the thought is not that something is good because God approves it but rather 
that God (co-) approves of it because it is good in the fi rst place. 6  

 Th is is akin to Dietrich Bonhoeff er’s novel proposition regarding religionless 
Christianity, within which morality gains authenticity and legitimacy simply 
on its own social merit in an “I and Th ou” relationship rather than as an 
imperative off -shoot of some religion. Wherever human community exists, in 
order to thrive at whatever level, people’s behavior must be moderated. Some 
actions must be considered fair, just and acceptable by all regardless of their 
belief or unbelief in one God or many gods. Th is is the minimal condition 
required for what would pass for a human society, and it serves as a guaran-
tee for peaceful co-existence. Genuine morality is therefore dependent on no 
religion, as observed by Arthur Schopenhauer. Religion only sanctions and 
sustains it.  

    God and the Traditional African 

 Would the traditional African, then, have found God if he had had no con-
tact whatsoever with Christianity through the European missionaries cum 
colonizers or through Islam, the two major religions that infi ltrated his envi-
ronment and forcefully contaminated it permanently? Another way of asking 
the same question is to wonder if the idea of God is a universal imperative 
acknowledgment. In particular, must the traditional African therefore be the-
istic in his belief or viewpoint and give assent to the existence of God and 
defer to its being in all things? 

 Th e question could be raised of whether a race can be religionless. Th is is 
a possibility which bears no absurdity whatsoever. At least it is true that man 

5   Kwasi Wiredu (1980)  Philosophy and an African Culture,  London, Cambridge University Press, p. 6. 
6   Ibid, p. 6. 
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predates religion, where the latter represents an institutional structure and pro-
fesses a brand of theology. However, as research has shown, particularly in neu-
roscience, receptiveness to religion is ultimately determined. Th is is why the 
decision to be religious or not to be religious is not free. It is to a large extent 
determined since chemical messengers that generate mystical and spiritual 
experiences are explicitly present in the human brain. For example, serotonin 
receptors, when tampered with by substances such as LSD and mescaline, can 
produce “spiritual” experiences. 7  [Of ] heightened signifi cance also are auto-
suggestions and religious re-enforcement processes, such as repeat recitations, 
which are designed specifi cally to aff ect later attitudes and behaviours. Th ey 
usually start right after birth, a time of heightened credulity and nil resistance.
Th e claim that religiosity is explicitly brain-based is further underscored by 
the identifi cation of VMAT2 (vesicular monoamine transporter 2), described 
by Dean Hamer in his famous book,  Th e God Gene  (2004). VMAT2 is a gene 
among many others that predisposes humans toward spiritual experiences. 

 Among theologians, the point is not lost that humans have a natural dis-
position to be religious, beyond copying or imprinting. Th is concerns the 
speculative suggestion that man will eventually fi nd religion. Th e observation, 
now validated by neuroresearch, was made by Ludwig Feuerbach in the 1800s 
when he said that theology is nothing more than anthropology. According to 
Feuerbach, within the Judeo-Christian religion, for example, the Son of God 
is a real Son, the son of God in the same sense in which a man is the Son of 
man. According to Feuerbach:

  Religion being identical with the distinctive characteristic of man, is then iden-
tical with self-consciousness—with the consciousness which man has of his 
nature …. And it is our task to show that the antithesis of divine and human is 
altogether illusory, that it is nothing else than the antithesis between the human 
nature in general and the human individual; that consequently, the object and 
contents of the Christian religion are altogether human. Religion is the relation 
of man to himself, or more correctly, to his non nature (i.e. his subjective 
nature); but a relation to it, viewed as a nature apart from his own. Th e divine 
being is nothing else than the human being. … All the attributes of the divine 
nature are therefore attributes of the human nature. 8  

 Th is is a rather classical way of granting the excuse for adopting anthropomor-
phism to describe the unknown, unseen God, a concept that underscores the 
Christological justifi cation of the incarnate God made man. 

7   Dick Swaab (2015),  We are our brains, from the Womb to Alzheimer’s , London, Penguine, p. 273–276. 
8   Ludwig Feuerbach (2008),  Th e Essence of Christianity , New York, p. 11–12. 
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 Expositions on religion as characteristic of the universal human community 
are not the preserve of the Christian religion. Th e traditional African is not 
excluded. Th ere ought not to be a resulting racial bias suggesting that the 
African peoples are ontologically defective. On the contrary, there is only one 
race, the human race, and it is the singular reality within which all humans 
fi nd authenticity. 

 With science, the religious attitude can now be better explained not as 
anything metaphysical or sacred but essentially pscho-existential. Th ere is the 
proposal to be or not to be if the subject escapes the dangers of copying and 
imprinting, in which case the reality of religionlessness becomes probable. 
With theology, the individual escapes, too the metaphysico- religious tran-
scendentalism and embraces the reality that whatever projections he makes 
are his and his alone. As Feuerbach asserts:

  [S]uch as are a man’s thoughts and dispositions, such is his God; so much worth 
as a man has, so much and no more has his God. Consciousness of God is self- 
consciousness, knowledge of God is self-knowledge. By his God thou knowest 
the man, and by the man his God; the two are identical. 9  

   Religion may in fact be the dream of the human mind, but it remains essen-
tially a cliché that neuroscience thoroughly lays bare. Th ere could, as Richard 
Dawkins brilliantly explains, be validating submissions from evolution that 
point to a restlessness that pushes man to look up in the sky and be recon-
ciled with the persistent feeling that human existence is tied to something 
both immanent and transcendent. What may not be doubted, however, is 
the fact that it was man who discovered that spiritual disposition and chose 
to entertain and be guided by it. Th is dream of the human mind is eventu-
ally blown away with waking up to the reality that surrounds the dreamer, 
the reality of here-and-now, concrete human existence. Professor Emeritus 
Mogobe Ramose has his fi nger on the essence of African spirituality when he 
says that there is no metaphysically distinct entity that one can point to as 
African spirituality. On the contrary:

  It is concrete expression. It is lived experience of the reality of the feeling of 
immanence and transcendence in the life of an African people. African spiritual-
ity then is worldly here and now in the sense that it is the manifestation of the 
subject’s concrete expression engaged or cognizant of the reality of the  experience 
of transcendence. 10  

9   Ibid, p. 10. 
10   Mogobe B. Ramose (1999),  African Philosophy Th rough Ubuntu , Harare Zimbabwe, p. 56. 
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   It is not an idle query, then, to revisit the defi nition of religion because it is 
now interestingly clear from the discourse on its essence and scope that it 
has suddenly taken on multiple dimensions. Th is is distinctively and rightly 
so because African traditional religion is not in the same category with 
Christianity and Islam. Th e last two bear a tinge of arbitrariness and con-
tingency, have a clear history starting with their birth, and have progressed, 
with a fervent sense of divine mission, to actualizing the mandate to evan-
gelize and make adherents of all nations. Th e Crusades and the Jihads were 
beyond any shadow of doubt sanctioned deadly rampages carried out with 
methodical cruelty and undisguised hostility. Th e Inquisition, burnings at the 
stake, beheadings and other acts of terrorism, with attending high human 
casualties, were or are certainly not acts of charity in the name of whatever 
God is professed and worshiped. African traditional religion, however, has no 
rigid structure and abhors every form of evangelization or missionary spirit. 
Everyone is free to be or not to be religious. Hence, there is a huge tolerance 
for polytheistic tendencies, agnosticism and even outright atheism. 

 Th e point must be stressed that African traditional religion is not oper-
ated as an organized, rigid, structural system. Scholars who zealously state the 
contrary are most certainly referring to whatever aspects of traditional religion 
were left after the incursions of Islam and Christianity. 

 Both Christianity and Islam, it must be repeated, are incursions into Africa. 
Th ey are strange interventions that are far removed from considerations of 
religion either as a product of biological evolution or mere anthropological 
manifestation. Th ere is always in African traditional religion, for example, the 
allowance to follow any path one might choose to follow. Th e individual’s wish 
for self-determination and commitment is provided unconditionally. Th ere is 
no conscripting, no binding faith and no dogma, and there are therefore no 
heretics. With the advent of Christianity and Islam, however, this innocence 
was lost forever. Together, the traditional African and his religion were defaced. 
Christianity and Islam with their theology invariably facilitated alienation and 
estrangement. If, again, some scholars have read more into the infi ltration and 
incursion, such as racism, perhaps the claim can validly stand, particularly when 
the forcible imposition of the Christian religion upon the people of Africa is 
said to be no more than an extension of the European spiritual empire. Th e 
Arabian spiritual empire was soon to follow through Islam. Both imperial 
forces, adopting specifi c strategies, would not allow the African to be who and 
what he wanted to be. In some cases, he was stripped totally of his identity. 

 It is to the pristine disposition of the traditional African that the discussion 
must now turn, specifi cally that which constitutes religion for him without 
the stains of Christianity or Islam. 
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 Th e failure of theologized religions, their frigidity, aloofness and spiritual 
artifi ciality, make the apologists, theologians and philosophers of religion 
appear sometimes as lifeless as a desert. As Carl Jung explains:

  [T]hey all want to force something to come out by tricks of logic, something 
they have not been granted and do not really know about. Th ey want to prove a 
belief to themselves, whereas actually it is a matter of experience. 11  

 It is at this level and within this existential sphere that the traditional African 
thrives and functions in perfect harmony with a reality that is truly his own 
to experience. Th e error of this college of experts on God and the heavens is 
their refusal to confess their intrinsic ignorance of what constitutes religion 
and recognize such a lapse for what it is. Th e imagery proposed yet again by 
Carl Jung seems most appropriate:

  they [are] like people who knew by hearsay that elephants existed, but had never 
seen one, and were now trying to prove by arguments that an logical grounds 
such animals  must  exist and must be constituted as in fact they are. 12  

 Caged and literally imprisoned in the edifi ce of their own lofty words, the 
theologians are busy pompously gesticulating, oblivious of the metaphysical 
obscurantist quicksand on which they so proudly stand.  

    Conclusion 

 Th e traditional African has no need of a theology because there is simply none 
required for his spirituality. Th ere are equally no outlandish metaphysical tran-
scendental assertions to be made because the object of his religion and spiri-
tuality is experientially real and at once immediately present to him. Religion, 
whether analyzed as a brain-based process or explained as the projection of the 
nature of the self to itself, remains for the traditional African essentially an exis-
tential experience rooted fi rmly in the here and now. Its absence of the mono-
theism expressed by Christianity and Islam is not novel. On the contrary, it fully 
refl ects and represents the essential nature of the African sense of the spiritual not 
as remote and distant but as concretely immanent. Th ere are therefore, stritcly 
speaking, no theists among traditional Africans if reference is to the belief in the 

11   Carl C.G. Jung (1995),  Memories, Dreams, Refl ections,  London, Fontana, p. 87. 
12   Ibid, p. 87. 
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one God of Christian theology. Just as well. As Ibigbolade Aderibigbe notes, 
African traditional religion has no sacred scriptures or clearly defi ned docu-
ments, and hence it has no room for apologists and their theodicies. 13  

 For a philosopher, the habitual eff ort is to deliberately shift the emphasis in 
discussing religion away from its practice and external adornment, away from 
its institutionalization, structure, hierarchy, sacraments and sacramentals, 
symbols, liturgy and rituals. Th ese are mere secondary details. Th e starting 
point concerns the simple question of whether man will someday fi nd religion 
and embrace it. Th is is the fundamental primary concern, and for response 
there is an affi  rmative consensus both from the point of view of nature—the 
way human beings are wired ab initio—and from nurture. Th e latter is ascrib-
able to faith inoculation during the tenderest years of least resistance and the 
absence of reasoned conviction. Scholars have always claimed that

  from time immemorial human beings appear to recognize a  persistent feel-
ing  14  that our existence is tied to something which is both immanent and 
transcendent. It is however  uncertain  15  whether this something—the imma-
nent transcendence—is wholly other than ourselves to the extent that we can 
express it as “it is” since what really is, its quiddity, is dependent upon the 
mode through which it is perceived. 16  

 It is exactly this “uncertainty” about the nature of this immanent transcen-
dence and human response to it that this chapter seeks to tackle and probably 
settle, if only at the level of theory, which understandably should precede 
practice. 

 Feelings, like wishes, are essentially speculative and therefore need not 
necessarily end up instantiating any reality. Th ey are in the short term both 
epistemologically and existentially vacuous. Besides, the so, called “persistent 
feeling” provides a huge gap for multiple interpretations and understandings. 
Th is then is the grace that must unconditionally be granted to the traditional 
African as he practices his brand of religion and expresses his spirituality. As the 
perceiver of the “immanent transcendence,” whose knowability is dependent 
upon the mode through which it is perceived, he could defi ne his experience 
of this phenomenon as God or gods or defi ne the same experience in dissimi-
lar terms. Indeed, the fact that the many existing religions see the same God 
reality so diff erently clearly supports the argument of the need to allow every 

13   Ibigbolade S. Aderibigbe (2015), Religious Traditions in Africa, An Overview of Origins, Basic Beliefs 
and Practices, in (eds) I. S. Aderibigbe and Carolynn M.  Jones Medine,  Contemporary Perspectives on 
Religions in Africa and the African Diaspora , London/United States of America, Palgrave Macmillan, p. 8. 
14   Emphasis mine. 
15   Emphasis mine. 
16   Mogobe B. Ramose, Ibid, p. 47. 
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point of view to thrive, since no one party concretely and verifi ably knows in 
any fi nal sense. 

 Th ere is the risk of odious consequences to this liberal posture, particularly 
when one considers what early inoculation with faith does to tender minds. 
Th e power of religious dogmas so imprinted in early years is such that they are 
capable of stifl ing conscience and blunting the edge of morality, all sense of 
pity and humanity. Th is perhaps is the birthplace of fanaticism, a burden that 
our world today shockingly and most painfully shares. If recent world history 
is anything to go by, on acts of terror,

  the many faces of religion in the twenty-fi rst century have certainly become 
distinctively sinister, particularly when we contemplate the rising scale of 
human casualties consequent upon acts of terror, religious fundamentalism 
and blind fanaticism. To claim to kill for God in the defense of [any] faith is 
certainly an aff ront on humanity. 17  

 Still, nothing is taken away from the argument that each race or com-
munity must be allowed suffi  cient space and freedom to interpret the reality 
which they experience. Force feeding of any kind is dehumanizing. Especially 
in the case of religious faith, with its life-long damaging eff ects on the human 
psyche and behavior, it is deadly, and no persons or institutions have the 
right to freely or wantonly commit murder. Th e zeal to proselytize, christian-
ize, evangelize should not become a justifi able tool to yet again forcefully 
colonize, discriminate, oppress and preach the degrading ethos of racism and 
inequality of peoples. Th at all men are created equal is an established truth, 
and rationality is most certainly not the preserve of a sector of the human 
race. Th e unfettered inalienable freedom to interpret his experience is what 
the traditional African expresses in his brand of religion, and, as he sees it, the 
choice of atheism is ever so present and real.     

17   Francis Adewale Olajide (2015), “African Religion in the Twenty-First Century and Search for 
Philosophical Relevance, in (eds.) Ibigbolade S. Adribigbe and Carolyn M. Jones Medine,  Contemporary 
Perspectives on Religions in Africa and the African Diaspora , London/United States of America, Palgrave 
Macmillan, p. 41. 
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      Th e decades following the attainment of independence in most African 
countries have been described as a period of varied experimentation with 
strategies aimed at bringing about rapid and sustainable development. 
Surprisingly, however, irrespective of the paradigm or school of thought 
that has informed particular developmental policies in most African coun-
tries, the result has been the same: the failure to eradicate underdevelop-
ment and all that is associated with it. Indeed, development has eluded the 
majority of African countries. Most countries in sub- Saharan Africa have 
recorded fl uctuating and dwindling development strides in the decades since 
independence. Th is situation has led some social scientists to conclude that 
development theories in general are in crisis or in a state of bankruptcy, 
especially in respect to Africa. 1  And since development theory constitutes 
practice, the developmental challenge facing countries in Africa cannot be 
divorced from the theories, policies and strategies adopted by these coun-
tries to bring about development. Consequently, a paradigmatic shift is 
needed if such countries are to be counted among the developed nations. 
It is important to state that the diff erent strategies pursued by African  countries 

1   G. Hyden,  No Shortcuts to Progress .  African Development Management Perspectives  (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1983), p. 45. 



in the quest for development can be broadly grouped into two categories: (i) 
development strategies that call for integration with the world capitalist (mar-
ket) system, and (ii) development strategies that call for disengagement from 
the world capitalist system. Th eories that adopt the former strategy are largely 
associated with the modernization paradigm, while theories based on the lat-
ter are mainly associated with a dependency/world-systems perspective. 

 Th e division of African philosophy as ethnophilosophy and professional 
philosophy can be seen to show the involvement of philosophical issues in 
the African quest for development. Indeed, the philosophical debate mirrors 
the controversy about the entrenched development paradigms, which itself 
refl ects the dichotomy between the traditional and modern. While ethnophi-
losophy holds the view that the rehabilitation of African traditions will lead 
to success in the attempt at development and modernization, especially after 
the disparaging discourse of colonialism, professional philosophy is of the 
opinion that success depends on the exchange of the traditional culture for 
modern ideas and institutions. 

 Th is chapter examines the pursuit of development by most African coun-
tries in the light of the philosophical debate between traditionalist and mod-
ernist views. Th e crisis regarding development can be seen in the fact that 
the fi rst decades of independence have been a period of endless imitation 
and experimentation in not a few countries in the African continent with a 
view to bringing such nations—and by extension, Africa as a whole—into 
the mainstream of developed nations. Decades later, rather than being closer 
to the industrialized world, the majority of these nations are further away. 
Rather than being more self-reliant, they are more dependent; rather than 
being more stable, they are more volatile and confl ict-ridden. 2  

    Tracking the Concept of “Development” 

 It is necessary to begin by stating that a robust understanding of develop-
ment, beyond the narrow economic and technological understanding, sees 
development as an inconclusive concept with social, political and economic 
facets. It is the qualitative and quantitative positive transformation of the lives 
of a people that not only enhances their material well-being but also ensures 
their social well-being, including the restoration of human dignity. 3  In this 

2   P. S. Ghai, “What is a basic needs approach to development.” (Geneva: ILO Publication, 1977), p. 2. 
3   S. Osagie, “Th e concept of material culture and contemporary issues in Nigeria,” in:  Nigerian Life and 
Culture: A Book of Readings . ed. by O. Oyeneye and M. Shoremi (Ogun State University, Ago-Iwoyi, 
1985), p. 131. 
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vein, the concept must be tailored to the well-being of the Nation, commu-
nity or Nation-state. Well-being in this sense would include all the aspects of 
the life of a nation, community or state: that is, it would include the social, 
educational, political, religious, economical and ethical aspects of the life of a 
nation, community, or state. Th us, measures for “development” are intended 
to bring about improved life for a people. 

 “Development” fi rst emerged as a conceptual framework employed in 
the intervention attempts of the developed nations to improve the so-called 
developing nations in period shortly after the Second World War. Th e second 
inaugural address of United States President Harry Truman, in January 1949, 
has often been described as a landmark event in this regard. In announcing 
the developmental intents of the developed nations with respect to the devel-
oping nations, President Truman referred to “under-developed areas” of the 
world that were to benefi t from the global eff ort to develop the world and 
eradicate poverty. Given this, the term “development” is often delineated in 
relation to its contrary, “underdevelopment.” 

 Beyond this understanding, and according to Gilbert Rist in  Th e History of 
Development :  From Western Origin to Global Faith , “the modern idea of devel-
opment is intrinsically bound up with notions of progress and evolution, which 
have had a marked eff ect on Western culture ever since the Renaissance.” 4  Th e 
implication of Rist’s statement is that the growth of science and the rise of 
capitalism (through the industrialization of Europe) and the related belief in 
the possibility of progress in every aspect of human endeavour gradually came 
to replace the belief in providence. As such, the perception that the future 
could be controlled and mastered through the advance of human knowledge 
became inseparable from Western culture. Development has been taken as a 
multi-faceted concept with its cognate notions of “growth” and “progress.” 5  
Furthermore, mention of the concept is often accompanied by a tendency to 
dwell on the indices of gross national productivity and developing technology 
in the bid to increase productivity; this stems from the perception that devel-
opment is the route to economic growth. 

 Indeed, by the time Karl Marx was writing his critiques of capitalist soci-
ety, the belief in progress was so deeply ingrained in European culture that 
he regarded it as a law of history. Th ough the idea of development can be 
seen as intimately bound up with the rise of capitalism and modernity in 

4   G. Rist,  Th e History of Development :  From Western Origin to Global Faith  (London: Zed Books 1997), 
p. 35. 
5   Cf. S. Osagie, “Th e concept of material culture and contemporary issues in Nigeria,” in  Nigerian Life 
and Culture: A Book of Readings . Ed. by O. Oyeneye and M. Shoremi (Ogun State University, Ago-Iwoyi, 
1985), p. 129. 
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 nineteenth- century Europe, the institutionalization of development really 
started after the Second World War. Th is was the period that saw the birth of 
organizations chiefl y concerned with diff erent development goals and proj-
ects, development experts, national development plans of various nations, and 
numerous university courses focussing on the concept of development. Th e 
post-war period can therefore justifi ably be regarded as “the era of develop-
ment.” Th is era has witnessed the emergence of several development strategies 
championed by economists, development experts, policy makers and so on.  

    A Look at Strategies for Development in Africa 

 Th e diff erent development strategies pursued by developing countries, includ-
ing and especially those in Africa, can broadly be grouped into two categories: 
(i) Strategies that call for integration with the world capitalist (market) system 
(integration strategies), and (ii) those which call for disengagement from the 
world capitalist system (disengagement strategies). Th e former are largely based 
on theories associated with the modernization paradigm, while the latter are 
mainly based on the dependency/world-systems paradigm or perspective. 6  Both 
paradigms have infl uenced the development strategies pursued by most African 
countries; as such, a brief discussion of the two paradigms seems in order here. 

 Th e theoretical basis of integration strategies is mainly associated with 
the modernization perspective. According to this paradigm, the present and 
past state of most African countries is a stage of development very similar 
to that passed through by now advanced capitalist countries. Consequently, 
the process of development in most African countries is viewed as essentially 
consisting of moving from indigenous traditional society through several 
stages of development. In light of this, the goal of development is taken to 
include the attainment of a modern society, which supposedly has the fol-
lowing typical features: urbanization, literacy, economic patterns of produc-
tion and consumption, foreign investment and trade, and so on. 7  Given this 
assumption, the state of underdevelopment is defi ned in terms of observable 
diff erences between the designated fi rst-world countries, such as the United 
States, Germany and England, and the third-world countries. Development 
therefore implies the bridging of the gap between developed nations and 

6   Samwel E. Chambua, “Th e Development Debates & the Crises of Development Th eories,” in Ulf 
Himmelstrnd, African Perspectives on Development , ed. by Ulf Himmelstrnd, Kabiru Kinyanjui & 
Edward Mburugu (Nairo: E.A.E.P, 1994), p. 37. 
7   Cf. J. Toye,  Dilemmas of Development  (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Limited, 1987), p. 11. 
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 developing nations by means of an imitative process. 8  Indeed, concrete indices 
of underdevelopment include the following, among others: capital shortage; 
prevalence of crude technology; high birth rates and, hence, high propor-
tion of dependants per adult; high rates of illiteracy; and lack of modern 
industries. 9  On the basis of the above, and according to P. S. Ghai, the fol-
lowing have at one time or another been regarded as solutions to the problem 
of underdevelopment: capital accumulation, availability of foreign exchange, 
industrialization, population control, human resources development, and 
employment-oriented strategies. 10  In short, more integration into the interna-
tional capitalist market system is seen as a necessary indicator of development; 
that is, capitalism is to be the modernizing agent due to its deemed power 
and ability to eliminate (almost automatically) the above-mentioned indices 
of underdevelopment. 

 Furthermore, the private sectors in most African countries are regarded as 
weak, so the state has to play the dominant (and sometimes sole) role in the 
quest for development. However, the experiences of African countries which 
have pursued policies based on the modernization perspective seem to have 
confounded and contradicted the paradigm. Th eda Skocpol lists the following 
objections associated with theories based on the modernization paradigm: rei-
fi cation of the nation-state as the sole unit of analysis, the erroneous assump-
tion that all countries follow a similar path of development from traditional to 
modern (capitalist) society, disregard of the transnational structures that aff ect 
change in less developed countries, and the employment of historical ideal 
types in theorists’ explanations. 11  Similarly, Blomstrom and Hettne aver that 
eff orts to classify societies using such indications of transition and modernity 
have not been successful. 12  

 Th e world-systems perspective on development, with which the depen-
dency approach is associated, was formulated in opposition to theories asso-
ciated with the modernization paradigm. Th ese dependency theories look 
exclusively for external fetters to development in most African countries. Th e 
proponents of this perspective insist that the world has to be treated as one 

8   Cf. M. Blomstr6m, M and B. Hettne.  Development Th eory in Transition .  Th e Dependency Debate and 
Beyond :  Th ird World Responses  (London: Zed Books, 1987), p. 20. 
9   See chapter 2 of Tomas Szentes,  Th e Political Economy of Underdevelopment  (Budapest: Akademia Kiado, 
1971). 
10   Cf. P. S. Ghai, “What is a basic needs approach to development.” (Geneva: ILO Publication, 1977), 
p. 1. 
11   Cf. T. Skocpol, “Wallerstein’s world capitalist system: a theoretical and historical critique”, in  American 
Journal of Sociology , Vol. 82, No. 5, (1977). 
12   Cf. M. Blomstr6m, M and B. Hettne.  Development Th eory in Transition .  Th e Dependency Debate and 
Beyond :  Th ird World Responses  (London: Zed Books, 1987), p. 24. 
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single system, as a starting point, and that it was, and still is, of little and 
limited value to study the development process in less developed countries 
in isolation from the development of the now advanced capitalist countries. 
According to this view, the problem is that of analyzing and discovering the 
manner in which less developed countries can be incorporated into this world 
(capitalist) system without being so concerned about the implications and 
consequences of the historical antecedents in less developed countries. 13  Th e 
dependency/world-systems perspective, therefore, rejects as a myth the notion 
that underdevelopment can be liquidated merely through the modernization 
promoted by foreign aid or foreign investment capital infl ow. 14  

 Seen in this light, the dependency/world-systems perspective is more than 
simply a critique of modernization theories. It actually consists of a particular 
paradigm or school of thought. Th e following are the basic assumptions shared 
by most world-systems theorists: (i) that change in low-development coun-
tries has primarily been “the consequence of the externalization of Western 
European capitalism through the formation of a world market and through 
various forms of imperialism and colonialism” 15 ; (ii) that sovereign states or 
multiple political sovereignties are one of the many kinds of organizational 
structures within the system, and no one of them can subsume the whole 16 ; 
(iii) that, although, the economic structures diff er according to the mix of 
economic activities and forms of labour control, they all give rise to a state 
and a dominant class within that state, oriented towards the world market 17 ; 
and (iv) that the core states (the advanced capitalist countries) dominate the 
system more than they are constrained by it, and this diff erence in strength 
is essential for the maintenance of the system. Th at is, the strong (core) states 
use their power to perpetuate and maintain those mechanisms and structures 
that allow the diff erential fl ow of surplus to their regions. Th is subordination 
takes place through various mechanisms: capital accumulation, class alliances 
between diff erent countries, and the division of labour in the world (capitalist) 
economy. Th us, some socialist countries are seen as capitalist by world- systems 
theorists, while others are seen as constituting unconquered territories.  

13   See R. L. Bach, “On the holism of a World-System Perspective”, in  Processes of the World System , ed. by 
Hopkins T. K. and I. Wallerstein (London: Beverly Hills-Sage Publications, Inc., 1980). 
14   Cf. Tomas Szentes,  Th e Political Economy of Underdevelopment  (Budapest: Akademia Kiado, 1971), 
p. 296. 
15   I. Roxborough,  Th eories of Underdevelopment  (London: MacMillan Press, 1979), p. 42. 
16   Cf. T. Skocpol, “Wallerstein’s world capitalist system: a theoretical and historical critique”, in  American 
Journal of Sociology , Vol. 82, No. 5, (1977), p. 1086. 
17   Cf. T. Skocpol, “Wallerstein’s world capitalist system: a theoretical and historical critique”, in  American 
Journal of Sociology , Vol. 82, No. 5, (1977). 

282 P.A. Ikhane



    Philosophy in Africa and the Challenge 
of Development 

 In the discourse of African philosophy, four schools have usually been dis-
tinguished. Th ese are: (i) ethnophilosophy, whose thinkers include Placide 
Tempels, Alexis Kagame and John Mbiti; (ii) philosophic sagacity, defended 
by Odera Oruka; (iii) national and ideological philosophy, of which Amilcar 
Cabral and Julius Nyerere are said to be proponents; and (iv) professional 
philosophy, which claims such scholars as Paulin Hountondji, Kwasi Wiredu 
and Peter Bodunrin. Briefl y stated, while ethnophilosophy refers to the works 
of those philosophers who present the collective worldviews of traditional 
Africa as philosophy, professional philosophy rejects this identifi cation of phi-
losophy with collective thinking, arguing that only works based on rational 
and critical argumentation deserve to be called philosophy. Accepting this 
challenge as its starting point, philosophic sagacity attempts to systematize 
the thinking of individuals who subject their traditional beliefs and cultural 
practices to critical assessments. National and ideological philosophy, for its 
part, prefers to emphasize the African primacy of collective destiny and the 
need for a theory rooted in traditional African socialism in order to achieve 
the authentic and eff ective liberation of Africa. 

 It is important to note here that the classifi cation of African philosophy 
into the schools highlighted above does not necessarily imply an exclusiv-
ity in the ideas of the various schools regarding the nature of philosophy. 
Rather, there is an overlap in major issues, and in some cases, distinct trends 
of thought are not recognized, as for instance the existence of the hermeneuti-
cal school. However, our purpose, namely the demonstration of the relevance 
of African philosophical debate to issues of development, is not in need of an 
elaborate type of classifi cation. Th e broad distinction of ethnophilosophy on 
the one hand and professional philosophy on the other is enough to articulate 
our discourse of the focus of this chapter. Th e two schools reproduce in philo-
sophical terms the splits resulting from the dichotomy between the views of 
traditionalists and those of modernists in development theories. Viewed from 
the understanding of development espoused in this chapter, ethnophilosophy 
toys with a twofold target: criticism of the Western conceptions of Africa 
and the rehabilitation of African cultures. Th e task is regarded as the major 
condition of the African renaissance and, hence, of development and mod-
ernization. Th e premises of this thinking are found in the writings of Placide 
Tempels. Th ough Tempels came to the idea of African philosophy through 
the purpose of Christianizing Africans, his concern is relevant to the issue 
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of African development and modernization in general. A look at Tempels 
regarding the failure of missionary activities to bring the Christian religion 
to the natives in Africa, and thus creating what he calls the  évolué , can give 
insight to the debate between the traditionalists (ethnophilosophers) and the 
modernists (professional philosophers). 

 Tempels describes the failure of missionary work in Africa by remarking 
that the work only succeeded in creating the  évolué . Th e  évolué  is a failure 
in that he/she lacks stability and fi rmness. Th e reason for this superfi cial 
Christianization is that the  évolué , according to Tempels, “has never eff ected 
a reconciliation between his new way of life and his former native philoso-
phy, which remains intact just below the surface.” 18  Because he/she has not 
reached a synthesis, Christianity and the native philosophy are in confl ict, 
and a deep and fi rm conversion is blocked. Being essentially uprooted, the 
 évolué  can gain a fi rm footing in neither of the two worlds; hence, the vacil-
lating nature of his/her conversion. Tempels sees the reason for this failure 
in colonial literature’s description of African beliefs as “childish and savage 
customs.” 19  Th is characterization, in Tempels bold analysis, imputes to the 
colonizer the responsibility for having  killed  “the man” in the Bantu. Th e 
outcome of this dehumanization is that evangelization is deprived of the 
spiritual force able to sustain and animate its message. Instead of presenting 
Christianity as an elevation, a promotion of Bantu spirituality, the contempt 
of the native spirituality, in addition to ascribing inhuman intent to it (Bantu 
spirituality), Christianity removes the fertile soil on which it could grow. Only 
when Christianity, Temples concludes, moves from the negation of Bantu 
spirituality to its elevation, can it take root in Africa and prosper. Hence, there 
is the imperative to study Bantu ontology, that is, the corpus of logically co-
ordinated intellectual concepts that support Bantu beliefs and values. Such a 
work alone would encourage Bantu traditional wisdom to reach out from the 
depths of its Bantu soul towards the very soul of Christian spirituality. 20  

 Tempels’s view extends to the general problem of the modernization of 
Africa. It inaugurates a mode of thought which discards the method of 
Westernization as well as the depreciation of African traditional cultures, 
arguing that modernity cannot take root if it dehumanizes the African. 
It even suggests that underdevelopment is the product of the dehumaniza-
tion of Africa and the duplication of its personality. Th e superfi cial adoption 
of Western culture and the subsequent confl ict with the native personality 
can hardly support a successful process of change as envisaged in any project 

18   Placide Tempels,  Bantu Philosophy  (Paris: Présence Africaine, 1969), p. 26. 
19   Placide Tempels,  Bantu Philosophy  (Paris: Présence Africaine, 1969), p. 13. 
20   Cf. Placide Tempels,  Bantu Philosophy , pp. 26–29. 
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of development and modernization. Not a few scholars aver that an effi  cient 
way to reverse this trend is to refute the colonial’s assault on the African by 
exposing the philosophical dimension of traditional thinking. Accordingly, 
the question of the existence of African philosophy must be answered by a 
loud and clear yes. Anything less than the demonstration of the prior exis-
tence of African philosophy to colonial incursion, warns ethnophilosophy, 
would fall short of being a pertinent defence of the humanity of Africans. 
Such a demonstration retrieves African pride, leading to the emancipation 
of initiative and inventiveness. Th is clears the way for an African road to 
development which rejects Westernization and conceives of development and 
modernization as an assertion of African personality. Th e need for the asser-
tion of African personality has, to a large extent, been championed by what 
we fi nd in Julius Nyerere’s African socialism and in the Negritude movement 
championed by an infl uential group of francophone Africans. As Abiola Irele 
puts it, the specifi c contribution of Negritude “was to articulate, in the form 
of an all-encompassing concept of black identity, the sense of the African’s 
separate cultural and spiritual inheritance.” 21  From the affi  rmation of a spe-
cifi c identity, there follows the injunction of modernization according to 
socialist principles, believed to be more in harmony with African cultural 
patterns than liberalism. 

 Th e various schools defending the idea of Afrocentricity also make devel-
opment dependent on “an ideology of heritage.” Maintaining that Africa can-
not develop unless it moves from the periphery to the centre, these schools put 
forward the idea that to become a centre, to become developed and modern-
ized, Africa must simply re-appropriate its traditional personality. In its pre- 
colonial splendour, tradition was indeed expressive of the thinking of Africa 
when it considered itself as a centre. Th e restoration of Africa’s pre-colonial 
philosophical thinking and cultural references will allow Africans to interpret 
and organize the modern world from their own standpoint. Far from being 
an assault on tradition, the quest for development and modernization requires 
its re-instatement, which is therefore an act of empowerment. In this vein, 
K. K. Dompere writes:

  Afrocentricity regards the Western and Islamic presence in Africa as experiences 
that have come to aff ect the African traditions and modern thinking, but not to 
replace them. Th e best of these experiences must be synthesized from the view-
point of African traditions. 22  

21   Abiole Irele, “Contemporary Th ought in French Speaking Africa,” in  Africa and the West , ed. by 
 James Mowoe and Richard Bjornson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), p. 129. 
22   K. K. Dompere,  Africentricity and African Nationalism  (Langley Park: I. A. A. S. Publishers, Inc., 1992), p. 98. 
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 Without the restoration of tradition, the development and modernization of 
Africa becomes a near impossibility. And so, the development and modern-
ization of Africa depends on the interpretation and organization of the world 
according to African categories functioning as objectifying forms. To be sure, 
in positing a distinctly African mind, ethnophilosophy endorses the idea of 
an autonomous process of development initiated by an appreciation of the 
traditional lifestyle (beliefs and practices). Th is fact, captured as a principle, 
implies that the recognition of the specifi city of the African mind and its 
aspirations promotes a free process of evolution as opposed to modernization 
induced by an imposed external model. Th us, success in terms of develop-
ment and modernization can be expected when the method agrees with the 
cultural pattern. Otherwise the outcome is rupture, and as Leo Apostel warns, 
“rupture implies destruction.” 23  Th e distinct message of ethnophilosophy is 
thus clear: modernization does not require a fl ight from one’s cultural legacy, 
and the alleged confl ict between tradition and modernity is but a mistaken 
assumption. What explains underdevelopment is not that tradition persists, 
but that its natural course has been intercepted and discarded. Th is thinking 
puts ethnophilosophy and the West on a collision course.  

    Concluding Remarks 

 Th e purpose of this chapter has been to say that for any construal of or strategy 
for development to properly bring about the features of a developed nation, 
it must, while being holistic in outlook, take into consideration the cultural 
specifi cs of a people. To be sure, the assertion that the process of development 
must be gradual in its attempt to elevate man’s economic and technological 
standards without disregarding or disrespecting any aspect of man’s existing 
social, cultural, political and ethical values is an assertion that takes the cul-
tural values and worldviews of a people into consideration. In other words, 
development cannot be divided from culture, for culture is a very signifi cant 
feature in terms of how people come to understand who they are. Indeed, cul-
ture is central to the whole idea of identity, whether personal or communal. 
Th us, it can be stated here that with regards to the question of development 
in Africa, without the recognition of culture and tradition, the emergence of 
Africa as a continent of developed nations faces an uphill battle. Th e submis-
sion of this discourse is therefore that the development and industrialization 
of Africa depend on the conceptualization of strategies that appropriately 
interpret African categories and worldviews.     

23   Leo Apostel,  African Philosophy: Myth or Reality?  (Gent, Belgium: E. Story-Scientia, 1981), p. 10. 
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 Political Philosophy in the African Context                     

     Joseph     Osei    
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      What is political philosophy? Th is is a foundational question that one has to 
grapple with in order to do any serious study or practice of the subject. Given 
that most experts and most of the literature in this fi eld have been Western, many 
critics—especially those who identify themselves as Afrocentric—continue 
to maintain that studying political philosophy or philosophy in general is 
either a luxury Africa cannot aff ord or an instrument for Western indoctrina-
tion and neo-colonial mental domination. 1  

 Rejecting this and similar assumptions, this chapter argues that political 
philosophy is neither inherently Western nor indoctrinating, if understood 
and presented critically and objectively in line with the Socratic and analytic 
or critical theory tradition. Further, the paper argues that political philosophy 
can be taught in a way that is critical and refl ective and with a content that 
is both relevant and supportive of Africa’s overriding agenda toward ( holistic) 
development. Such a discipline or sub-discipline might be appropriately 
termed ‘Political Philosophy in the African Context.’ 

1   Udo Etuk, ‘Philosophy in a Developing Country’,  Philosophy , Vol. 62, No. 239 (January 1987). 



 What then is political philosophy in the African context? Is it logically pos-
sible? How does it diff er from other forms of political philosophy? To answer 
these questions we fi rst need to raise and discuss questions and defi nitions as 
well as other normative issues within the context of political science or  politics 
that might be fundamental to the discipline or have some bearing on the 
current socio-political condition in Africa. Key examples of such concepts, 
questions and issues addressed in this anthology include: What is political 
or economic dependence? How can Africa fi nd a way out of its dilemma 
of development, marked by the twin evils of poverty and dependency? 2  
Is Western-style liberal democracy the best model for Africa? Should Africans 
consider a more African-style communitarian form of government, such as 
Oguah’s  Fante  Basicalism 3  or Wiredu’s ‘Government by Consensus’ instead of 
Western democracy? 4  Should Black South Africans demand fi nancial repara-
tion from their post-Apartheid White counterparts? Should African countries 
hurt by slavery, colonialism or neo-colonialism in the past or present demand 
reparation from the former colonial powers and other Western countries, 
including the USA and Canada, which benefi ted from such moral injustices? 

 Other viable questions and issues include: Is federalism the best solution 
to ethnic rivalries in such multi-ethnic/multi-religious states as Nigeria? How 
can the electoral systems and constitutions be improved, with more checks 
and balances in Africa to minimize economic and political corruption? What 
can the emerging African democracies learn from past political calamities, like 
the Algerian Revolution, the Zimbabwean political crises, and the disappoint-
ments of the Arab Spring, to ensure sustainable development or evolution? 
How best can the emerging democracies of Africa and other Th ird World 
countries prepare collaboratively to respond to actual or potential internal 
and external socio-economic and political changes and transformations within 
the context of globalization? How best can African democracies collaborate 
with their Western counterparts to prevent and eliminate terrorist attacks and 
organizations such as Boko Haram, the (so-called) ‘Lord’s Resistance Army’ 
and Al Qaeda in and outside Africa? 

 Th is list of questions and issues facing African philosophers, political scien-
tists and statesmen is by no means exhaustive. However, the foregoing refl ects 
a fair representation of the total set of political issues that Africa is dealing 

2   Joseph Osei, ‘Th e Dilemma of Africa’s Development, ’ International Th ird World Studies Journal & 
Review.  1995, p. 35. 
3   Ben Oguah, ‘Western and African Philosophy: a Comparative Approach,’ Richard. Wright,  Introduction 
to African Philosophy,  University Press of America, N.Y…1984. 
4   Kwasi Wiredu, Democracy and Consensus in African Traditional Politics: A Plea for a Non-Party Polity. 
pp. 58–59. 
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with in the second decade of the second millennium. For that reason, they 
constitute the essence of what is intended in this chapter, as well as the whole 
anthology, as philosophy in the African context. 

    Discussion of Actual or Hypothetical Objections 

 It is worth discussing at this stage two questions likely to be asked by Western 
and other critics regarding the value and viability of political philosophy in 
the African context as an academic discipline. 

    Is Political Philosophy by Africans Possible? 

 Conservative skeptics, cynics and anti-Black racists, in particular, may be 
wondering how Africans (classifi ed by various Western anthropologists and 
philosophers as pre-logical and incapable of abstract or rational thinking or 
understanding moral philosophy) can appreciate or participate in studying 
or discussing issues of political philosophy? 5  Th e best way to respond to their 
skeptical attitude might be to remind them of Aristotle‘s political anthropol-
ogy thesis, which simply states, ‘Man is a political animal,’ and to draw out its 
logical implications of the possibility of Africans doing political philosophy. 
If man (in the universal sense as humanity) is a political animal  à la  Aristotle, 
and the African is part of humanity, then the African is also a political animal 
by logical deduction. 

 Anyone who doubts the ability of Africans, including illiterates, to appre-
ciate and participate in discussing issues of politics and political philosophy 
should refl ect on the anti-Apartheid political arguments and protests by South 
Africans before, during and after Mandela’s imprisonment for plotting to 
overthrow the Apartheid regime in South Africa in the 1950s. No one who 
objectively refl ects on the decades of unrelenting intellectual and physical 
struggle by the poor and unarmed Black South Africans and the explosive joy 
on their faces when victory fi nally came can deny that the Black South African 
is indeed a political animal just like other human beings. Th ink of the anti- 
Apartheid protest marchers and their courageous, articulate, extremely intel-
ligent and wise leaders, such as Steve Biko, Nelson Mandela, Winnie Mandela 
and Bishop Tutu, who were assassinated, imprisoned or harassed for decades. 
Consider how they never backed down but gallantly withstood and  overcame 

5   Tsenay Serequeberhan [ Paragon  ref. pp.…??]. 
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the intimidation by baton and fi rearm-wielding police backed by their fero-
cious, Huge ferocious dogs, conditioned to hate and intimidate non- compliant 
Blacks participating in protest marches or anti-Apartheid demonstrations. 

 Now, take a moment to refl ect on the numerous rationally and morally com-
pelling newspaper and journal articles, as well as the anti-Apartheid and political 
philosophy books these leaders wrote and the powerful speeches and sermons 
they gave. Th rough their relentless and articulate writings and speeches, they 
managed to expose to global consciousness the inhumanity and hypocrisy in 
Apartheid South Africa. While claiming to be democratic and based on free-
dom, equality and justice, Apartheid South Africa, especially under President 
P.W. Botha, was a brutal dictatorship oppressing Blacks and other colored citi-
zens. Couple that experience with the mass hysteria that seized not only the 
people of South Africa but many others around the world as they saw on live 
television their hero, Nelson Mandela, gracefully walking out of prison after 
29 years. Recall further the enthusiasm with which they contributed to the pub-
lic discourse on the framework for a new inclusive and democratic constitution, 
organized their political parties and campaigned for Mandela. 

 Further, consider how they stood for endless hours in endless lines just to 
have a chance to cast a ballot for the fi rst Black African president in a peaceful, 
democratic and racially inclusive election. And now think of their explosive joy 
and dancing in the streets when in 1994 all their anti-Apartheid eff orts culmi-
nated in the crowning moment when Mandela the prisoner became Mandela 
the president, leader of a united and free multi-racial, multi-ethnic, democratic 
South Africa! Top that with Mandela’s masterful inaugural address, in which he 
called for mutual respect and tolerance for all races and political views within 
the context of their hard-won, multi-racial constitutional and liberal democ-
racy, with freedom and justice for all South Africans, Black, Brown or White. 

 What else can one ask for to show that, as Aristotle said, ‘Man’—ancient or 
modern, male or female, rich or poor, literate or illiterate, and hopefully he might 
add White or Black—is indeed ‘a political animal’? Th e conclusion then is ines-
capable: If we agree with Aristotle’s premise that man is a political animal and 
the African is a man, then the African is also a political animal. Consequently, 
the African can appreciate and participate in discourses involving politics or 
political philosophy, not just in principle but also in actuality, as illustrated in 
the foregoing. After all, as cautioned by the  Dictionary of Philosophy,  one does 
not need a degree in philosophy or ethics to be called a moral philosopher:

  In so far as the man in the street thinks critically about his own moral views or 
those of others, or ponders on their justifi cation, or compares them with rival 
attitudes, to that extent he is a moral philosopher. 6  

6   Anthony Flew,  A Dictionary of Philosophy  ed. Ethics. St Martin’s Press, 1979. p. 113. 
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 By the same token, in so far as the man or woman in the street thinks critically 
about his or her own political views or those of others, or ponders on their 
justifi cation, or compares them with rival ideas, to that extent he or she is a 
political philosopher. If such a person is an African biologically or by philo-
sophical orientation, then it cannot be denied without self-contradiction that 
the person is an African political philosopher, and philosophy in the African 
context is part of reality. 

 It might also interest the skeptics to note the existence of dozens of books 
and hundreds of journal articles and book chapters and their reviews already 
published by native Africans. Leaving aside the collection of writings of the 
ancient (Black) Egyptians that fall within the domain of political philosophy, 7  
the fi rst modern African work of political philosophy is arguably that of 
William Anthony Amo, a native of Ghana, West Africa, who was taken to 
Germany by Basel Missionaries, where he was to be educated in theology 
and related courses before being sent back to Africa as a Christian missionary 
in 1747. 8  Having mastered theology, he proceeded to study philosophy in 
Germany and wrote his dissertation on  Th e Rights of Africans (including Freed 
Slaves) in Europe.  9  Other works of African Philosophy include Dr. Kwame 
Nkrumah’s  Consciencism: Th e Philosophy and Ideology for Decolonization and 
Development with Particular Reference to the African Revolution (1964) ; Julius 
Nyerere’s  Freedom and Development  (1974),  Freedom and Socialism  (1968) and 
 Freedom and Unity  (1968); Nelson Mandela’s  Long Walk to Freedom  (1995); 
Kwasi Wiredu’s ‘In Defense of Political Consensus’ (2000); Kwame Gyekye’s 
 Political Corruption  (1997); L.S. Senghor’s  On African Socialism  (1964); and 
Franzt Fanon’s  Th e Wretched of the Earth  (1968). In addition, Dr. M. Dukor 
edited an anthology of essays in political philosophy written by Africans on 
mostly African political issues ( Philosophy and Politics: Discourse on Values, 
Politics, and Power in Africa,  1998), followed by a similar one in 2003 with 
17 authors and 30 essays. Th e essays include ‘Justice and the Principle of 
Necessity’ by M.  Dukor; ‘Th e Common Good and Political Stability’ by 
J.O. Eneh and C.B. Okolo; ‘Zikism: Philosophy of Politics and Africanism’ 
by M. Dukor; ‘Democracy, Rule of Law and the Judiciary’ by O.F. Emiri; 
‘Th e Military and African Revolution’ by M. Dukor; ‘A Deadly Virus Against 
Emerging Democracies: Th e Power and Presence of Political Manipulation in 

7   Joseph Osei, Who Were the First Philosophers? 1996? Humanities, University of Ghana, Legon.  
8   Safro Kwame,  Readings in African Philosophy: An Akan Collection , N.Y. University Press of America, 
1995. p. 113–121. 
9   Anthony William Amo,  Th e Rights of Africans (including Freed Slaves) in Europe  in the 1729, APA News 
Letter Th e Black Experience. John McClendon & George Yancy, Co-Editors Spring 2003 Volume 02, 
Number pp. 43–45. 
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African Politics’ by Joseph Osei; ‘Offi  cial Lawlessness: Th e Greatest Enemy to 
Democracy in Africa’ and ‘When the King Speaks, I Don’t Speak’ by Kwasi 
Agyemang; and ‘Ethnic Suspicion in Nigerian Politics’ by O.G.F. Nwaorgu. 

 Also,  Th e African Philosophy Reader,  edited by P.H. Coetzee and A.P.J. Roux 
(2003), includes several essays in African political philosophy. Examples 
include ‘Ideology and Culture: Th e African Experience’ by Henry Odera 
Oruka; ‘Black Consciousness and the Quest for a True Humanity’ by Steve 
Biko; ‘I Conquer, Th erefore I Am Sovereign: Refl ections upon Sovereignty, 
Constitutionalism, and Democracy in Zimbabwe and South Africa’ by 
Mogobe B. Ramose; ‘Reconciliation and Social Justice in Southern Africa: Th e 
Zimbabwe Experience’ by Ibbo Mandaza; and ‘Rescuing the Post-Colonial 
State of Africa: A Reconceptualization of the Role of Civil Society’ by Eghosa 
E. Osaghae. 10  

 In a more recent anthology,  A Companion to African Philosophy  (2006), 
Professor Kwasi Wiredu has brought together several essays in African politi-
cal philosophy. Th e list includes ‘Government by Consensus: Analysis of a 
Traditional Democracy’ by Edward Wamala; ‘Democracy, Kingship and 
Consensus: A South African Perspective’ by Joe Teff o; ‘Fellowship Associations 
as Foundation of Social Democracy in Africa’ by Ajume Wingo; ‘Economic 
Globalism, Deliberative Democracy and the State in Africa’ by George Carew; 
‘Nationalism, Ethnicity and Violence’ by Ali Mazrui; ‘African Communalism 
and Western Communitarianism: A Comparison’ by Dismas Masolo; 
‘Human Rights in the African Context’ by Francis M. Deng; and ‘Th e Politics 
of Memory and Forgetting After Apartheid’ by Pieter Duvenage. 11  

 Two more publications in political philosophy by an African philosopher 
came to my attention a few months ago: Dr. I.E. Ukpokolo’s ‘Globalization 
and the Search for Cultural Philosophy for Contemporary Africa’ in  Nigeria 
and Globalization, Discourses on Identity, Politics and Social Confl ict  (2004), and 
‘Th e Hidden Agenda of Postmodernism and the Search for a Development 
Paradigm in Contemporary Africa’ in  Sophia: An African Journal of Philosophy 
and Public Aff airs  (2009). 

 Th is list of political philosophy books, book chapters and journal articles is 
by no means exhaustive. It is, however, suffi  cient to underscore the point that 
native Africans are not merely capable of philosophical thinking in political 
matters, but they have already made a signifi cant contribution to the world’s 
literary corpus of political philosophy. Th eir writings are based mostly on their 

10   African Philosophy: A Reader edited  by P.H. Coetzee and A.P.J. Roux Routledge/Oxford University press, 
Cape Town, South Africa, 2003. 
11   KwasiWiredu, Editor,  A Companion to African Philosophy , Wiley-Blackwell, N.Y. Jan. 2006. 
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refl ections about the past or ongoing experiences of their people and their own 
responses to other political philosophies or ideologies, including capitalism, 
imperialism, Marxist socialism, African socialism, communism, communal-
ism, Apartheid or military dictatorship, and liberal democracy. It might be of 
interest to the skeptic that this list of publications by African political philosophers 
does not include works by African-American political philosophy authors such 
as Martin Luther King Jr., author of the famous ‘Letter from Birmingham Jail’; 
Leonard Harris, editor of  Philosophy Born of Struggle: Afro-American Philosophy 
from 1917  (1983); or Bernard Boxill, author of  Blacks and Social Justice  (1984). 
Others who should be mentioned are Dr. Blanche Radford Curry, author of sev-
eral articles and reviews on racism, feminism, multiculturalism and adult educa-
tion, and Angela Davis, who has taught and published extensively in feminism, 
African-American studies, critical theory, Marxism and social consciousness. 12   

    Can Political Philosophy Be Contextualized? 

 Other critics of political philosophy in the African context might wonder 
how any branch of philosophy could be contextualized since philosophy by 
nature is universal in its methodology. A similar concern is raised by orthodox 
or Marxist socialists when they learned about African socialism as defended 
by such African political philosophers as Dr. Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, 
Julius Nyerere of Tanzania, Dr. Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia, and Dr. Nnamdi 
Azikiwe of Nigeria, who introduced their own versions of (African) social-
ism called ‘Nkrumaism,’ ‘Ujamaa,’ ‘African Humanism,’ and ‘Zikism,’ respec-
tively. Th e critics argue that Marxist socialism is the one and only valid form 
of socialism because it is as universal as mathematics. Th erefore, just as there 
can be no Senegalese mathematics or Tanzanian mathematics, there can be no 
Senegalese socialism or Tanzanian socialism. 

 At fi rst glance, the Orthodox Marxists’ argument appears plausible. What 
they seem to forget or conveniently ignore, however, is that it was Marx him-
self who said that every political philosophy or ideology is a refl ection of 
its socio-cultural milieu. 13  His own contribution to political philosophy was 
largely a response to the excesses and abuses of the capitalist system shortly 
after the beginning of the Industrial Revolution in the 18th century. He called 
for a revolution of the masses to protest the exploitation of the proletariat 
(or ordinary workers), including children and women, who were used as a 

12   http://womenshistory.about.com/od/aframerwriters/p/angela_davis.htm 
13   Bhikhu, Parekh, Marxist Th eory of Ideology, N.Y. Routledge, 1982, p. 132. 
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means of ensuring the wellbeing of the bourgeoisie (the middle- and upper-
class property owners). 

 So the simple answer to the question is yes. Political philosophy can be 
contextualized, and most of the well-known works of political philosophy, 
from Plato to Karl Popper, John Rawls and Robert Nozick, can be shown to 
be examples of contextualization, in spite of any explicit or implicit and uni-
versally applicable implications they might have. 

 What makes any book philosophical is not so much the content as the 
methods. Philosophical methods, whether speculative, analytic or a combi-
nation of the two, are universal. Th e issues might diff er from one place to 
another, but as long as they are conceptual or normative issues related to the 
state, citizens and their rights, freedom, justice, power, sovereignty, constitu-
tions, governments, civil institutions, and the common good as defi ned in 
our working defi nition of political philosophy, it cannot be denied that such 
works are examples of political philosophy. Th e literature concerned can be 
as described in the above universal defi nition even when the subject matter 
refl ects mostly African political issues. 

 Th e examples of political philosophy literature listed above focus mainly 
on African issues, such as political corruption, political violence, Apartheid, 
colonialism, neo-colonialism, dependency, military coups, military-led revo-
lutions, socialist dictatorships, and political and ethnic confl icts. Th is trend 
should, however, comes as no surprise since the discipline always comes with 
a cultural orientation depending on the geographical and historical origin and 
context of the philosophers concerned. 

 Multiple examples of political philosophy texts by Western Europeans can 
be cited to prove beyond every reasonable doubt that almost all political phil-
osophical writings are grounded within a socio-cultural milieu, as argued by 
Karl Marx. While the methods are universally acknowledged as philosophical, 
the content might diff er from place to place and from time to time since not 
all societies face the same political issues at the same time, and not all politi-
cal issues are found in every society. Some telling examples are given below to 
support the thesis that political contextualization is not uniquely African but 
has been the norm at least since the time of Plato’s  Republic . 

    Contextualization in the Political Philosophy of Plato 

 Th e fi rst and most important ancient work of political philosophy is Plato’s 
 Politeia  ( Republic ). Th e  Politeia  outlines the structure and functions of the 
ideal state, which are aimed at ensuring stability in Athens after the chaos 
introduced by a violent uprising of the masses that overthrew the Th irty 
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Tyrants, including Plato’s uncle, and replaced their government with a democ-
racy. Overwhelmed and angry at their chaotic actions, Plato readily dismisses 
their form of government not as the rule of the people but as ‘the rule of 
the mob.’ To end the chaos and to prevent similar events in any state, Plato, 
in his  Republic , advocates the adoption of rigid class distinctions, in which 
the philosopher king ruled with the advice of the guardians, constituting the 
upper class, who were in turn assisted by the administrators in the second 
class. Plato believes there would be justice and harmony in the state if and 
only if each class kept to itself and performed its allocated functions. Th us, 
he believes there would be peace and stability only if the working class and 
the slaves accepted their conditions, labored without complaining, gave up all 
aspirations toward social mobility, and never ventured to interact socially with 
those in the middle or upper classes. 

 Liberal philosophers of the 20th century, such as Karl Popper, could not 
accept the moral values and principles underlying Plato’s  Republic . Popper’s 
 Th e Open Society and Its Enemies: Volume I: Th e Spell of Plato  (1962) 14  is the 
result of his criticism of Plato and his admirers for endorsing slavery, racism, 
class distinctions and the use of lies and propaganda to rationalize such beliefs 
and practices under the excuse that they are necessary for social stability.  

    Contextualization in the Political Philosophy of Aristotle 
and Other Western Philosophers and Th eir Critics 

 Under the heavy infl uence of his social milieu and the immature anthropol-
ogy that defi ned Blacks as inferior to Whites, Aristotle defi nes justice not in 
terms of equality but in terms of proportionality. So for him there is no justice 
if unequals are treated equally, but only when unequals are treated unequally. 
So in a racist society, there could be no justice if Whites and Blacks are treated 
equally, but only when Blacks and Whites are treated unequally. 

 In other words, in any given issue between two Whites, both parties should 
be treated as equals, and similarly in any issue between two Blacks, both 
Blacks should be treated as equals. However, when the issue is between White 
and Black, then the White should be treated better than the Black by virtue 
of their diff erence in race marked by their colors. 15  Aristotle here assumes that 
the white color is a mark of the White person’s racial superiority as judged by 

14   Karl, Poppers’ Vol. 1 of  Th e Enemies of Open Society: Th e Spell of Plato I , London, Routledge, (1962). 
15   Aristotle Politics Book V Cha VI. 
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the level of his rationality, whereas the color of the Black person is a mark of 
his lower level of rationality, and hence his racial inferiority. 

 Aristotle’s anthropology, because it dates back to 300 BCE, is more excus-
able than that of Kant, who wrote as relatively late as the 1790s. Commenting 
on a philosophical dialogue he had with an African scholar (presumed to be 
William Anthony Amo of the Gold Coast [now Ghana]), Kant states, ‘Th is 
fellow was Black from hair to toe; a clear proof that what he said was stupid.’ 16  
Similar racist views can be found in the works of David Hume, G.W.F. Hegel 
and even Karl Marx, the self-acclaimed champion of the oppressed. To say 
that these European philosophers were depending too much on travelers’ tales 
and did not know much about Black people is to attempt an explanation for 
their racist statements, but no matter how persuasive they might seem, such 
explanations cannot be taken as moral justifi cation. 

 Th is also explains why many African nationalists, especially South Africans 
and African-Americans, write strongly against racism, Eurocentrism, Apartheid 
and racial segregation when doing political philosophy. To make their philoso-
phy relevant to the issues of their African-American experience or context, phi-
losophers such as Martin Luther King Jr., Drs. Alain Locke, Lucius Outlaw, 
Bernard Boxill, Angela Davis, Blanche Radford Curry, Anita Allen, and Cornel 
West have had to confront racism and Eurocentrism in their research and pub-
lications. Th ey have all rightly rejected racism and Eurocentrism as examples of 
prejudice and moral injustice totally incompatible with democratic principles, 
such as freedom and justice for all irrespective of race, ethnicity, nationality 
or religion. Th e need for contextualization also explains why members of civil 
rights movements, following the example of King, focus mostly on providing a 
moral justifi cation for civil disobedience and utilizing it eff ectively as a means to 
achieving federal policies and laws that protect civil rights for all citizens, as well 
as human rights and social justice for all people. 

 Th e issues of race and related evils, such as anti-Black racial profi ling 
and discrimination, especially by White police offi  cers, and socio-eco-
nomic inequity have been a challenge for contemporary African-American 
philosophers from the early days of the American Civil Rights Movement 
through the present. While they try to address other philosophical issues in 
metaphysics and epistemology, for example, their main preoccupation in 
philosophy has been to deal with these racial issues, collectively  identifi ed 
as the quest for social justice. Th is focus is represented by  Blacks and Social 
Justice  by Lucius Outlaw 17  and  Philosophy Born of Struggle: Afro-American 

16   Kant as quoted by Richard Popkin, ‘Hume’s Racism’  Th e Philosophical Forum , Vol. 9 nos, 2–3 winter 
spring 1977–78, p. 218. 
17   Lucius Outlaw, Blacks and Social Justice. 
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Philosophy from 1917,  edited by Leonard Harris,  On Race and Philosophy 
(1996)  by Lucius Outlaw, and  Race Matters (1994)  by Cornel West. 18   

    Contextualization in John Rawls’ Th eory of Justice as Fairness 
and Robert Nozick’s Th eory of Justice as Entitlement 

 Th e much acclaimed Justice as Entitlement theory by Robert Nozick, John 
Rawls junior college at Harvard, was also not written in a vacuum, but within 
the context of America’s socio-economic and political milieu in th 1970’s. It 
was essentially the conservative counterpoint to the liberal views of John Rawls 
popularized by his Th eory of Justice (1971). In this book Nozick accused Rawls 
of pretending American riches were like manner from heaven to be redis-
tributed by his liberal distributive justice principle. On the contrary, Nozick 
defended private property rights and rejected as unjust government taxation 
beyond what is needed for national defense and security etc. Th e current politi-
cal divide between the two American dominant political parties cannot be fully 
explained without reference to these opposing political philosophy theories by 
Rawls and Nozick. (Robert Nozick,  Anarchy, State and Utopia  (1974). 

 Born and bred in the socio-political milieu of the United States in the 20th 
century, John Rawls’ theory of justice as fairness was intended as a response 
to the undeniable socio-economic inequality of his time, especially between 
Blacks and Whites from the 1950s to 1971, when he wrote his classic,  Use A 
Th eory of Justice (1971)  .  In introducing his theory, Rawls writes, ‘What I have 
attempted to do is to generalize to a higher order of abstraction, the traditional 
social contract and originality for the views I put forward. Th e leading ideas are 
classic and well-known.’ 19  Rawls’ two principles of justice are intended as his 
response to the socio-economic milieu of the USA at this period in the nation’s 
history. Th e restatement of the two principles, published in 2001, reads:

      1.    Equal Basic Liberties Principle     
 Each person has the same indefeasible claim to a fully adequate scheme of equal 

basic liberties, which scheme is compatible with the same scheme of liberties for all.

    2.    Diff erence Principle    
  Social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two conditions:

    a)    Th ey are to be attached to offi  ces and positions open to all under condi-
tions of fair equality of opportunity and,   

   b)    Th ey are to be to the greatest benefi t of the least-advantaged members of 
society.    

18   Leonard Harris, Philosophy Born of Struggle, Iowa,  Kendall Hunt Publishing Company , 1983. 
19   John Rawls , A Th eory of Justice,  1971, xviii. 
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    Rawls argues that the fi rst principle of justice, the principle of Equal Basic 
Liberty, would be selected by rational egoists choosing principles for a free and 
just society because it is meant to protect the same civil and political rights, 
including the right to vote, the right to freedom of association, and the right 
to participate in politics or any other activities covered by the rule of law. 
Th e requirement that they should be chosen behind the veil of ignorance is 
meant to guarantee that the rights will be available and protected for all US 
citizens (Black or White, male or female), in order to eliminate or at least mini-
mize the racial and sexist discrimination prevalent in the country. 20  Also, the 
requirement that no citizen receive greater freedoms than others is based on the 
nation’s long historic experience with slavery and segregation, as well as on the 
notion of equal protection for all citizens guaranteed by the US Constitution. 21  

 Th e second principle, the Principle of Diff erence, is also intended to deal 
with the worsening socio-economic inequality in the United States, especially 
the widening gap between Blacks and Whites. It attempts to justify some 
liberal methods of economic redistribution, in which diff erences in income 
would be justifi ed as long as:

    a)    Th e opportunities for higher pay in the higher professions, like law, medi-
cine, and engineering, are open to all (Black or White).    

Further justifi cation lies in the additional condition that:

    b)    Th e diff erential payment system would be to the greatest benefi t of the 
poorest or the most vulnerable members of the society    

  Th ese two principles, whatever their strengths or weaknesses, are clear 
examples of contextualization by arguably the leading political philosopher 
of the 20th century. 

 In response to his critics and to make the principles of justice as fairness 
applicable internationally, Rawls found it necessary to publish another book, 
 Th e Law of Peoples  ,  in which he compromises on some of the liberties and 
equalities in the original publication (1999) in order to adapt it to the inter-
national level. 

20   John Rawls uses ‘veil of ignorance’ as metaphor to indicate that people in the original position about to 
choose the new foundational principles for the new just society would not know their socio-economic 
status in advance, and would therefore be motivated to be as objective as possible as rational egoists. 
21   http://www.law.cornell.edu/topics/equal_protection.html 
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 To make his theory of justice as fairness applicable not just to the USA but 
also to various forms of governments, including some in non-democratic and 
authoritarian states, Rawls has to contextualize his theory. For example, he 
comes to accept internationally some communitarian and moral conserva-
tive restrictions on individuals that he generally rejects domestically. While 
it would be wrong for him to restrict offi  ce-holding in a liberal society to 
members of a royal family or to allow a religious group within society to deny 
women primary education, Rawls, the all-American political liberal, comes to 
believe it would be presumptuous and intolerant of liberal societies to impose 
rights to equal political and educational opportunity on societies (like Saudi 
Arabia and Dubai) that seem to function well without them. According to 
Rawls, if everyone is treated ‘decently’ in a society, then the people should be 
able to preserve their traditions and function communally. 

 Rawls goes further to accommodate countries with non-democratic but 
communitarian traditions. Rawls thinks that international matters of justice 
should be determined by representatives of peoples and not individuals meet-
ing behind the veil of ignorance. Th ese representatives, he believes, would be 
capable of agreeing on fundamental principles and ideals for their people, 
including equality, non-intervention and non-aggression among well-ordered 
or ‘hierarchical peoples,’ the term he prefers to use to refer to authoritarian 
governments or dictatorships. 22  For the guidance of these international gov-
ernments and political institutions committed to the principles of justice as 
fairness within their own contexts, Rawls puts forward eight principles for 
ordering the international basic structure.

  Th e Principles of  Th e Law of Peoples :

    1.    Peoples are free and independent, and their freedom and independence are 
to be respected by other peoples.   

   2.    Peoples are to observe treaties and undertakings.   
   3.    Peoples are equal and are parties to the agreements that bind them.   
   4.    Peoples are to observe the duty of non-intervention [except to address grave 

violations of human rights].   
   5.    Peoples have a right of self-defense, but no right to instigate war for reasons 

other than self-defense.   
   6.    Peoples are to honor human rights.   
   7.    Peoples are to observe certain specifi ed restrictions in the conduct of war.   

22   Peter Wenz  Political Philosophies in Moral Confl ict ., McGraw Hill, Boston, 2007. 
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   8.    Peoples have a duty to assist other peoples living under unfavorable condi-
tions that prevent their having a just or decent political and social regime. 23     

  With the exception of Principle #8, all of these principles are identical 
with or similar to existing international laws. Rawls also leaves room for his 
law of peoples to accommodate various organizations that may help societ-
ies to increase their political and economic coordination, such as idealized 
versions of the United Nations, World Trade Organization and World Bank. 
Th e principles also parallel the principles of justice as fairness and political 
liberalism. Th e rules based on these principles allow the coercive enforcement 
of international laws and thus justify international interventions, such as what 
US forces and the ‘coalition of the willing’ did in attacking Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraqi forces and reversing their invasion of Kuwait. 

 What Rawls has done with the introduction of these eight principles is a 
masterpiece of contextualization that enables the principles of justice as fair-
ness to be adapted and to complement existing fair and benefi cial interna-
tional laws to provide much-needed guidance and moral/legal justifi cation 
for international laws, policies and actions, including military interventions. 

 Refl ecting on the contribution of John Rawls’ theory of justice as fairness 
to contemporary political philosophy, Robert B. Talise has rightly observed, 
‘Th e publication of John Rawls’  A Th eory of Justice  in 1971 (revised in 1999) 
began a renaissance in political philosophy.’ 24  

      Conclusion 

 When it comes to contextualization in political philosophy, it appears A. John 
Simmons articulates it best when he states, ‘Th ese philosophers, of course, 
were speaking about their quiet diverse communities and have been oriented 
by their own quiet diff erent assumptions and preconceptions.’ 25  Simmons 
also identifi es the universality of the discipline when he adds, ‘But there are 
common threads of concern running through the ages…’ 26  

 Th e examples of Plato, Aristotle and the European political philosophers, 
such as Popper, who criticized them, and Hume, Kant and Hegel, who fol-
lowed their lead in contextualization, as well as the examples of Black and 

23   John Rawls, Law of People, p. 37. 
24   Political Philosophy in the 21st Century, West View Press, 2012? P. Introduction, p. 1. 
25   Simmons op cit p. x. 
26   Ibid. 
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White American philosophers, including Locke, King, Boxill and Rawls, lead 
to the inescapable conclusion that the history of political philosophy is at the 
minimum a history of philosophical contextualization. Th erefore, far from 
being queried as a deviation from philosophical orthodoxy, political philoso-
phy in the African context should be welcomed as part of the evolution of 
political philosophy.     
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         Introduction 

 Whereas in the European philosophical tradition the concept of justice has 
been counted among the basic philosophical concepts since Greek antiquity, 
in African philosophical traditions debates on the concept of justice are not in 
the foreground. Although across the various ages and regions it is possible to 
provide evidence for concepts of justice and related discourses in Africa, they 
do not currently play a crucial role in philosophical debates. 

 Th is chapter attempts to systematically present some essential historical and 
current ideas. It is divided into three sections: (1) ideas of justice in ancient 
Egypt; (2) indigenous ideas of justice and legal practice with particular con-
sideration of  ubuntu  ethics; and (3) concepts of justice in current African phi-
losophy. In the context of the individual sections, the concept of justice, which 
covers a broad range of meanings, will be dealt with according to its diff erent 
aspects, including the sense of a cosmological order (ancient Egypt), issues 
of corrective justice ( ubuntu ), and issues of distributive justice. Just like the 
diff erent levels of meaning of the concept of justice, the paper will cover the 
various ages and regions of Africa, from Egypt to South Africa. Th is way, the 
consideration of the history of ideas, both as a unity and in its entire  variety, 



is emphasized, as opposed to separating North Africa from Africa south of the 
Sahara. It is a matter of course that the diff erent concepts of justice cannot be 
discussed in full depth in the context of such an overview. 

 I will start with ancient Egypt, whose categorization as part of to the 
African continent has been put into question again and again. For example, 
Hegel believes Egypt not ‘to belong to the African spirit’ (Hegel  1956 , 99), a 
prejudice which is part of tradition still today. However, more recent literature 
increasingly corrects this ahistorical view.  

    Ma’at—Justice in Ancient Egypt: Justice 
as a Cosmological Order 

 Egypt, lying at the intersection of Europe and the African continent, is 
claimed to be the birthplace of science and foundational ideas of many intel-
lectual traditions. In view of the subject of this chapter, it is most of all in the 
ancient Egyptian concept of Ma’at where interesting ideas concerning the 
concept of justice are rooted. Ma’at is a concept which is not easy to trans-
late or describe. In most cases it is translated by terms such as ‘truth’, ‘jus-
tice’, ‘world order’ or even ‘sense of direction’. Jan Assmann, one of the most 
renowned Egyptologists and an expert on ancient Egyptian culture, religion 
and language, considers the term ‘Ma’at’ the essential concept of Egyptian 
thought and believes it to be untranslatable:

  It stands and falls with the Egyptian conception of the world. Th ere seems 
hardly to be any language which knows a word with a similar amount of con-
notations …. (Assmann  2006 , 17) 1  

   Th is term, he says, includes all that was later to be separated into political phi-
losophy, moral philosophy, philosophy of nature and theology. Th e Egyptian 
doctrine of Ma’at refers to the place of the individual within society, to the 
place of society within the Pharaonic state and to the place of the state in the 
cosmos. It is a ‘world of symbolic meanings’ that every kind of action as well 
as every order and institution is based on (Assmann  2006 , 18). Th us, the term 
‘Ma’at’ implies a unity of cosmos and society, order and justice; it has to do 
with the constant demand to provide for political order, social justice and har-
mony between the gods and humans and to keep the world going (Assmann 
 2006 , 34). To lead a good life it is necessary to consider oneself an element 
of an all-encompassing whole and to make oneself part of this whole in word 
and deed. Ma’at goes beyond that which humans owe each other; it includes 
man in the divine order of the cosmos:

1   All quotes from Assmann translated from German. 
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  For the Egyptians, community is established and maintained by way of each 
individual doing Ma’at and speaking Ma’at. Th is way he/she establishes and 
strengthens the network of connectivity which both makes his/her life go on 
beyond death and guarantees the harmony of human community. What matters 
is that one understands oneself to be an element of an all-encompassing whole 
while making oneself part of this whole in word and deed. (Assmann  2002 , 63) 

   According to Assmann, the disintegration of the Old Kingdom 2  (after about 
2285 BC) coincided with a process of critical refl ection in the context of the 
new political situation which put the Old Kingdom’s ideological dominance 
into question. Th ere developed a need for a new orientation and discourse on 
Ma’at. Assmann calls the resulting texts Ma’at literature or wisdom literature. 
Th e canon of Egyptian literature is commonly grouped into three genres: 
narratives or tales and two types of wisdom texts, the Teachings ( sebayet ) and 
the Discourse (see Brunner  1991 ; Parkinson  1997 ; Assmann  2006 ). Wisdom 
literature is characterized by its very fundamental considerations on man 
and the world and by its search for rules of truth, justice and order. Th e 
famous  Maxims of Ptahhotep  are considered part of the  sebayet . In the context 
of reconstructing the history of African philosophy, this text is often called 
the fi rst genuinely philosophical text, 3  similar to the way in which European 
philosophy takes Th ales of Miletus as its starting point. 

 Ptahhotep (5th Dynasty, ca. 2388–2356 BC), Vizier under Pharaoh Isesi, 
is the author of a group of 37 maxims of life, which is considered the old-
est completely preserved doctrine of wisdom. Th e best-known and most fre-
quently quoted complete version of the manuscript exists on the so-called 
Papyrus Prisse (Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris). In his teachings, Ptahhotep 
deals with various questions of good behaviour in the community. In this con-
text, greed is one of the characteristics particularly condemned by Ptahhotep. 
If Ma’at is the altruistic will of the community, then selfi shness or greed is 
egoism, which is opposed to harmonious integration into the community. 
Selfi shness is a primary destructive force in a culture of  acting for one another, 
of listening to each other, of solidarity and common will as enshrined in the 
principles of Ma’at. Whereas following the principles of Ma’at will create a 
harmonious order, acting selfi shly creates unrest, disorder and destruction. 
Th is leads Assmann to the conclusion that justice in the ancient Egyptian 
sense, that is, in the sense of Ma’at, is primarily a kind of connective justice 
( iustitia  connectiva ) (Assmann  2006 , 67; 283ff .). It connects people to each 

2   After the death of Pepi II (6th Dynasty, about 2245–2180 BC), the country dissolved into more or less 
independent princedoms, which the kings in Memphis were ever less able to control. 
3    Today this thesis is supported by several philosophers, Egyptologists and historians, among them 
Cheikh Anta Diop, Mubabingo Bilolo, Martin Bernal, George James, Molefi  Kete Asante and Th éophile 
Obenga. 
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other by creating a feeling of responsibility and trust. Assmann calls this con-
cept ‘the Egyptian Humanism of the Other’ (Assmann  2006 , 90). Here the 
common good is human interconnectedness, where responsibility and reli-
ability are considered the binding force of Ma’at. 4  

 In the ‘Tale of the Eloquent Peasant’, a text on four mutually completing 
papyri 5  from the Middle Kingdom (12th Dynasty, ca. 1800 BC), the Ma’at 
order serves as a background of reason-giving. In the story told in the text, 
a common farmer loses all his possessions because he has been deceived. As 
a consequence, the farmer turns to the landlord and High Steward of the 
region, Rensi. But Rensi and even the King leave the requests unanswered. 
Th is makes the farmer continue his laments, in the context of which he dis-
cusses Ma’at, social order, justice and injustice, and assumes the legal equality 
of the rich and the poor. After all, what the farmer accuses the King’s offi  cers 
of is a kind of behaviour which contradicts the rules of Ma’at. Whoever holds 
a responsible position without taking action against injustice bears part of the 
blame, and the meaning of each single action is its connective dimension. In 
consequence, justice in ancient Egypt is not seen primarily in its distributive 
or corrective dimension (as in the Aristotelian concept, for example), but in 
its connective dimension. 

 Going further, the concept of Ma’at is not only about what people owe to 
one another but also about what embeds human beings into the divine order 
of the cosmos. Leading a good life and doing the right thing promote social 
harmony, but at the same time these actions are directed to the afterlife and 
are closely connected with a far-reaching expectation of rescue, for Ma’at is 
a principle of integration of the individual into the structure of the com-
munity, which makes the individual endure beyond death (Assmann  2006 , 
115). Ma’at is a programme of a political order that establishes social justice 
and brings the human and divine worlds into harmony (Assmann  2006 , 34). 
Consequently, the precondition for living a good life is to recognize that one is 
part of a comprehensive whole and to act in accordance with this knowledge. 
In order to adhere to Ma’at, it is important to recognize one’s own place in 
the community. To keep the world moving and maintain social harmony, one 
must take one’s own social role seriously and fulfi l it in accordance with tra-
ditional customs. And thus, ‘a doer of Truth [Ma’at] [is] free from Falsehood’ 
(Parkinson  1997 , 262). 

4   For further exploration see Graness ( 2015a ). 
5   See the papyri pBerlin 3023 + 3025 and Ramesseum Papyrus 10499, pBM 10274, Egyptian Museum, 
Berlin. 
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 It is precisely this connective dimension which makes some current authors 
identify a close connection between the concept of Ma’at and indigenous 
terms and concepts in Africa south of the Sahara. For example, Th éophile 
Obenga, an Egyptologist, historian and linguist from the Republic of the 
Congo, has been arguing for a number of years that Ma’at is a guiding prin-
ciple of African societies. He explains this in more detail by giving some lin-
guistic examples from several African languages, such as Fang, Yoruba, Hausa 
and Nuer (Obenga  2006 , 48). He writes:

  In fact,  Maat  is still one of the principal forces in the development of African 
societies. Th e fundamental role of  Maat  is manifested nowadays in the language 
of various African ethnic groups. (Obenga  2006 , 48) 

   One of the most prominent supporters of this argument is the Senegalese 
Egyptologist, philosopher and linguist, Cheikh Anta Diop, who supported 
the thesis of African philosophy originating from ancient Egypt as early as 
1954 (Diop  1954 ). Both authors assume that the ancient Egyptian language, 
as it has been preserved by the hieroglyphs, the hieratic and demotic writings, 
and the Coptic language, belongs to the same linguistic community as African 
languages as they are spoken in Africa today. 

 Th ese days, it is most of all authors such as Molefi  Kete Asante, Maulana 
Karenga and Teodros Kiros who point out the signifi cance of the concept of 
Ma’at for historical and current philosophy and ethics in Africa. For example, 
Kiros describes Ma’at as a

  … modern moral principle that can motivate both (a) organic leaders of the 
people, and (b) social movements themselves, to recognize the public sphere in 
contemporary Africa, which is in a serious crisis. (Kiros  2012 , 239) 

   Th us, for Kiros, Ma’at is a principle, a moral regulator, which might help 
Africa out of its crisis, in particular the crisis of political leadership, and might 
contribute to changing the moral sense of each citizen. Likewise, Charles 
C. Verharen compares ancient Egyptian philosophy and the ethical principles 
of the Oromo (the largest ethnic group in Ethiopia) and emphasizes that 
the concepts of the Oromo show great similarities to the concepts of Ma’at 
(Verharen  2012 ). Meanwhile, Johann Broodryk ( 2008 ) and other authors 
compare Ma’at and  ubuntu .  
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    Indigenous Ideas of Justice and Legal Practice 
in Africa: Corrective Justice 

 In philosophy and other social sciences in Africa, the focus is much on the 
search for indigenous 6  forms of thought, to be liberated from enforced colo-
nial epistemes. Th is is an important contribution to the reconstruction of the 
continent’s history of ideas and the search for connecting points to history 
(values, concepts, legal traditions) when it comes to solving current confl icts 
and challenges.  Ubuntu  is currently one of the most popular and controversial 
African indigenous concepts. 

    Ubuntu 

 It is now widely known that the term  ubuntu  belongs to the Nguni language 
family of South Africa and that it has equivalents in many other African lan-
guages, like  utu  in Swahili (for the etymology of  ubuntu  see Ramose  1999 ). 
However, there is no consensus on what  ubuntu  actually means. Th e transla-
tions range from ‘humanity’ and ‘charity’ to ‘common sense’ and ‘generosity’. 
A brief overview of the fairly broad literature on  ubuntu  makes it clear that 
the term is used in at least two diff erent ways. On the one hand,  ubuntu  is 
seen as a concept in a traditional philosophy of life, although one needs to 
further diff erentiate between  ubuntu  as a moral quality of a person and as a 
worldview, philosophy or ethical framework. On the other hand, since the 
1990s  ubuntu  has become a key abstract term in the process of transition from 
the apartheid regime to a new ‘rainbow nation’ and for an African renaissance; 
the term functions here as a kind of vision of utopia for a new South Africa. 7  
Th e fi rst approach seems to be rather concerned about the reconstruction of 
historical indigenous knowledge; the second is clearly future oriented. 

 Th e core meaning of the concept  ubuntu  is frequently expressed using the 
Zulu-Xhosa aphorism  umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu —‘A human being is a human 
being through other people.’ 8  Th e meaning is that every human being needs 

6   Here I use the term ‘indigenous concepts’ to refer to local knowledge systems deeply rooted in the his-
tory of a certain society. Such concepts form the information basis of this particular society and render 
agency and decision-making possible. In the case of  ubuntu , the term also refers to the presumed rooted-
ness of the concept in pre-colonial times. However, local knowledge arises in engagement with other 
traditions of thought and, especially today, in response to global developments. Th us, in using the term 
‘indigenous concepts’, I refer to the locality of these concepts and explicitly avoid describing them as 
traditional knowledge, which would open up the tradition/modernity dichotomy. 
7   Leonhard Praeg introduces the useful distinction between  ubuntu  (a traditional worldview and way of 
life) and  Ubuntu  (a post-colonial concept) (Praeg  2014 , 11). 
8   Gade points out that it only became common between 1993 and 1995 to defi ne  ubuntu  on the basis of 
the aforementioned aphorism, and that it was Augustine Shutte who introduced the link between this 
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other people in order to be human; every person is part of a whole, integrated 
into a comprehensive network of mutual dependencies. Th e aphorism expresses 

‘the African idea of persons: persons exist only in relation to other persons. Th e 
human self … only exists in relationship to its surroundings; these relationships 
are what it is. And the most important of these are the relationships we have 
with other persons’ (Shutte  2001 , 23).

Th us, the aphorism refers to the deep relational character of  ubuntu.  It 
emphasizes the existence of a universal bond that connects all people to each 
other and to all other types of existence in the universe. Interdependence and 
interconnectedness are considered the main features of this conception of the 
world. As the Ethiopian philosopher Workineh Kelbessa describes it:

  Traditional African worldviews also recognize the interconnection between the 
natural and supernatural, physical and metaphysical, visible and invisible 
dimensions of the world. Currently living human and nonhuman beings, 
ancestors, the yet unborn, and the natural world are interconnected. 
(Kelbessa  2011 , 569–570) 

   Because of these three interrelated dimensions of  ubuntu  (the living, the 
departed, the yet-to-be-born), Mogobe B. Ramose calls the  ubuntu  under-
standing of being an ‘onto-triadic structure of be-ing’ (Ramose  2003a , 236; 
see also Ramose  2001 ). 

 On a moral level,  ubuntu  is seen as a basic attitude of mutual respect and rec-
ognition of the rights of others in order to promote human dignity and harmoni-
ous, peaceful coexistence. Michael Onyebuchi Eze interprets  ubuntu  as follows:

  ‘A person is a person through other people’ strikes an affi  rmation of one’s 
humanity through recognition of an ‘other’ in his or her uniqueness and diff er-
ence. It is a demand for a creative intersubjective formation in which the ‘other’ 
becomes a mirror (but only a mirror) for my subjectivity. Th is idealism suggests 
to us that humanity is not embedded in my person solely as an individual; my 
humanity is co-substantively bestowed upon the other and me. Humanity is a 
quality we owe to each other. We create each other and need to sustain this 
otherness creation. And if we belong to each other, we participate in our cre-
ations: we are because you are, and since you are, defi nitely I am. Th e ‘I am’ is 
not a rigid subject, but a dynamic self-constitution dependent on this otherness 
creation of relation and distance. (Eze  2010 , 190–191) 

aphorism and a defi nition of the concept of  ubuntu  (Gade  2011 , 313). 
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   A widespread view considers  ubuntu  as a uniquely African worldview or ethic. 
Here,  ubuntu  is usually described as an ethics or philosophical concept rooted 
in the pre-colonial knowledge systems of Africa, a concept which belongs to the 
‘essence’ of a specifi c African mode of being, which, in contrast to the individu-
alistic worldview of ‘the West’, is described as being more community oriented. 
Th e South African philosophers Augustine Shutte and Mogobe B.  Ramose 
explicitly refer to an  ubuntu  ethics 9  (Shutte  2001 ; Ramose  2003b , 324–330). 
Characteristic features of  ubuntu  ethics are compassion towards others, respect 
for the rights of minorities, conduct that aims at consensus and understanding, a 
spirit of mutual support and cooperation, hospitality, generosity and selfl essness. 

 Ramose attributes these standards to linguistic peculiarities and the episte-
mological structures of the Bantu language. In accordance with the approach 
of Alexis Kagame (Kagame  1956 ,  1976 ), Ramose describes the Bantu terms 
 muntu  (human),  kintu  (thing),  hantu  (space and time) and  kuntu  (modality) 
as the four basic categories of African philosophy. He adds a fi fth:  ubuntu . 
For him,  ubuntu  is a normative ethical category that defi nes the relationships 
between the other four categories. Moreover, it is the fundamental ontological 
and epistemological category in the ‘African thought of the Bantu-speaking 
people’, which expresses the indivisible unity and totality of ontology and 
epistemology (Ramose  2003b , 324–325). Th us, he calls  ubuntu  ‘the root of 
African philosophy. Th e be-ing of an African in the universe is inseparably 
anchored upon  ubuntu ’ (Ramose  2003a , 230). 

 And yet,  ubuntu  refers not only to the relationship between people, but 
also to the relationship between human beings and the entire universe. Th is 
is made clear by the prefi x  ubu , which defi nes being as embedded, while the 
root  ntu  signifi es the unfolding of being by means of a continuous manifesta-
tion through certain forms and modes of being (Ramose  2001 ). As Ramose 
emphasizes, this concept considers individual human beings as inseparable 
from an all-encompassing universe (Ramose 2002, 65). In the understanding 
of most Africans, Ramose argues, the earth is a source of life that deserves 
respect (Ramose  2004 , 203–206;  2009 , 308–314). 

 Th e concept started to be of political infl uence during the 1990s. Coming 
after decades of apartheid and the successful transition from a racist, undemo-
cratic society to a democracy, South Africa’s process of reconciliation is associ-
ated with the concept of  ubuntu , which served as the moral basis of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission of 1996–1998, appointed by President 

9   Th addeus Metz uses features of  ubuntu  ethics to work out an African moral theory worth being taken 
seriously as a rival to predominant Western ethical conceptions (Metz  2007  and Metz and Gaie  2010 ). 
For a recent attempt in this direction see Chuwa ( 2014 ). 
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Nelson Mandela under the authority of the Promotion of the National Unity 
and Reconciliation Act to investigate crimes against humanity. Th e concept 
of  ubuntu  found its way into the transitional constitution of South Africa of 
1993. 10  However, the term cannot be found in the current legal constitution 
of 1996, a fact which is rightly criticized by Ramose:

  Th e placement of Ubuntu as an ‘endnote’ in the interim Constitution of 1993 
and its subsequent exclusion from the 1996 Constitution amounts to the exclu-
sion of certain peoples … and their Ubuntu philosophy from substantive politi-
cal and economic engagement and consequently violates their right to life…. 
(Ramose  2014 , 122) 

   Calling for an African renaissance, former South African President Th abo 
Mbeki demanded in the late 1990s that all Africans become aware of their 
own values, their own strength and power, their own creativity (Mbeki  1996 ). 
In this context,  ubuntu  becomes a kind of utopian blueprint for peaceful 
coexistence in a modern, multicultural society. Here the concept acts as a 
vision of a future peaceful, harmonious coexistence, as a political guiding 
principle for overcoming today’s social confl icts on a national and global scale 
(van Binsbergen  2001 ).  Ubuntu  is concerned with building a modern Africa, 
in which various traditions encounter each other and have to be reconciled. It 
is a means to achieve emancipation, anti-racism, humanism and social justice. 
In this context,  ubuntu  can be reappropriated as a tool for reconciliation and 
resolving diff erences, a tool for forming a new moral community as a precon-
dition for a new national political order and identity. 

 When it comes to ideas of justice, interpretations aiming at  ubuntu  ethics 
are of particular interest; indeed, this is true also from a philosophical point 
of view. Connecting to Bishop Desmond Tutu, who is certainly one of the 
most famous representatives of the ethics and theology of  ubuntu , Th ad Metz 
defi nes this principle, which is based on African ethics, as follows:

  An action is right just insofar as it produces harmony and reduces discord; an 
act is wrong to the extent that it fails to develop community. (Metz  2007 , 334) 

   A behaviour which is in accordance with the guidelines of  ubuntu  ethics is ori-
ented at creating harmony and reducing disagreement and, thus, contributing 
to the further development and stabilization of human community—a motif 
we have already encountered in the section on Ma’at. According to Metz, the 

10   Chapter 15, the Article on National Unity and Reconciliation, states: ‘Th ese can now be addressed on 
the basis that there is a need for understanding but not for vengeance, a need for reparation but not for 
retaliation, a need for ubuntu but not for victimisation.’ See Constitution of the Republic of South 
Africa, Act 200 of 1993,  http://www.info.gov.za/documents/constitution/93cons.htm 
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pillars of this harmonious society are the principles of solidarity and shared 
identity. By solidarity he means the moral obligation to actively care for the 
welfare of the other and to assist him/her both in the sense of sympathetic- 
emotional reactions and in the form of practical help. Shared identity refers 
to a basically we-oriented way of understanding life, in the context of which 
the I considers him/herself part of a group, while this group again consid-
ers the respective I a member. Th e existence of common goals and the joint 
coordination and implementation of projects contributing to realizing these 
goals are also part of shared identity (Metz  2007 , 335). Th e opposite of such 
a shared identity would be breaking away in the form of defi ning oneself as 
being in opposition to others or of defi ning the others as being in opposi-
tion to oneself. An example of such breaking away would be poverty. From 
the point of view of the  ubuntu  concept, poverty is not only understood as 
a lack of material resources, but fi rst of all as a situation in which this lack 
prevents people from living out their social relations and makes them perceive 
themselves as being in opposition to or separated from others. Th us, poverty 
becomes manifest as a kind of social separation. Questions of a fairer distribu-
tion of opportunities and resources, of help and responsibility for the other, 
are discussed under this perspective. 

 Basically, the various interpreters of  ubuntu  ethics emphasize that its dif-
ference to ‘Western’ concepts is due to its not making the isolated individual 
the focus of its considerations. Instead it emphasizes the relational meaning of 
human life and provides interpersonal relations with a moral status. Whereas 
in the Euro-American discourse questions of distribution and responsibility 
are usually discussed at the level of the individual and its liberty, property 
rights or obligations towards others,  ubuntu  ethics considers questions of dis-
tribution and responsibility at the level of their meaning for relations within 
the community. As a consequence, this means that deeply unequal distri-
butions of wealth as well as waste of property are rejected, for in the sense 
of  ubuntu  property always comes with the responsibility to take care of all 
 members of the community (Metz and Gaie  2010 , 277–278). However, in 
the current debate on ubuntu only very few authors argue towards this inter-
esting connection of distributive justice and  ubuntu  ethics. 

 Much more in the focus is  ubuntu  as a concept of reconciliation, as a spe-
cifi c African way of dealing with confl icts and jurisdiction. It does not come 
as a surprise that the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 
South Africa has enormously supported the discourse on  ubuntu.  After all, 
the work of the Commission is one of the triggers for the present academic 
debate. Th e primary goal of the Commission was not condemnation of perpe-
trators, but rather initiating a ‘dialogue’ between victims and perpetrators and 
thus providing a basis for reconciling the groups of the population in confl ict. 
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Condemnation was subordinated to perceiving and understanding the ‘other’ 
in order to allow for a reconciliation process and the social reintegration of 
victims and perpetrators. Th e  ubuntu  concept was used to refer to a kind of 
utopia of living together peacefully in a modern, multicultural society, as a 
kind of political central theme for the overcoming of the reality of social con-
fl ict at the national and global levels (van Binsbergen  2001 ). 

 However, both this principle and the work of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission have often been criticized. Th e focus of criticism has been the 
fact that perpetrators who testifi ed before the Commission went unpunished. 
Th is was considered a concession to be able to solve the crimes at all; however, 
in practice it often resulted in the victims and their relatives believing they had 
failed to achieve something like retributive justice. Furthermore, often they were 
left without fi nancial compensation, or compensation was paid only after a long 
time. Th ese factors resulted in a broad public debate on the topic of ‘reconcili-
ation and/or justice’ in South Africa and beyond, which was further stimulated 
by the objections of Nobel laureate in literature Wole Soyinka. In his book  Th e 
Burdon of Memory, the Muse of Forgiveness  ( 1999 ), Soyinka makes an impressive 
case against a policy of reconciliation which for him cannot be the right way 
of dealing with the past and of building the foundations of a new society. 11  For 
‘justice is the fi rst basic condition of being human’ (Soyinka  2001 , 46), Soyinka 
says (and he here defi nitely means legal punishment). Justice, he states, assigns 
responsibility and is thus a fundamental element of social cohesion.  

    The Gacaca Courts in Rwanda 

 Issues of reconciliation and justice are a topic not only in South Africa but 
also in many other countries in Africa which have suff ered from long years 
of civil war and massive violations of human rights. Using the term ‘tran-
sitional justice’, 12  the possibilities and limits of integrating indigenous legal 
systems and values into today’s national state and its institutions are discussed. 
‘Transitional justice’ covers legal and other measures supposed to help with 
working on and coping with the heritage of massive human rights violations. 

11   Similarly critical statements come also from South African philosopher Mogobe B. Ramose (see Ramose 
 2003c , 461ff ) and Ibbo Mandaza, who calls reconciliation an ideology: ‘Reconciliation is the forgiveness 
of a small elite that inherits state power without the fulfi lment of social justice for the majority. For this 
reason, reconciliation is neither durable nor sustainable’ (Mandaza  2003 , 511). 
12   ‘Transitional justice refers to the set of judicial and non-judicial measures that have been implemented 
by diff erent countries in order to redress the legacies of massive human rights abuses. Th ese measures 
include criminal prosecutions, truth commissions, reparations programs, and various kinds of institutional 
reforms.’ Source:  International Center for Transitional Justice   http://ictj.org/about/transitional-justice 
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Th e Nuremberg Trials after the end of World War II are often referred to 
as a predecessor of this kind of justice. Th e goal is to allow for a transition 
from a society characterized by violence and oppression to social stability 
based on social trust. In addition, reconstructing destroyed legal, govern-
mental and educational systems is on the basis of the broadest possible social 
acceptance. Among the most important elements of ‘transitional justice’ are 
truth and  reconciliation commissions and other indigenous ways of juris-
diction. Elements also include the persecution of the main perpetrators by 
the International Criminal Court, reparations and attempts at institutional 
reform, particularly of the executive and judiciary branches. 

 Of particular interest in our context is a look back to indigenous ways of 
jurisdiction. Such methods are employed for two reasons:

 –    Traditional legal systems are considered part of cultural identity, and reviv-
ing them is considered a contribution to the process of de-colonization.  

 –   In the context of reconciliation after massive violations of human rights, 
such as in Rwanda and South Africa, reaching back to traditional proce-
dures of jurisdiction and reconciliation allows for a national process of 
reconciliation.    

 In this context, the focus of the debates is often Rwanda, where after the 
genocide of 1994 traditional  gacaca  courts were established for the legal pro-
cedures and for coping with the past (Scanlon and Motlafi   2009 ). After the 
genocide of the Tutsi, with 800,000 deaths and 500,000 rape victims, Rwanda 
faced an almost unsolvable task. According to estimates, 120,000 cases had 
to be tried, with only 72 of the principle charges against the initiators of the 
genocide being negotiated at the International Criminal Tribunal in Arusha, 
Tanzania. In addition, after the genocide the national legal system was facing 
collapse: only 20 judges out of 785 were left. Given this situation, the govern-
ment passed a decree in 2003 according to which 50,000 prisoners involved 
in the genocide were provisionally released, under the condition that a  gacaca  
court would decide about their crimes. 

 Th e  gacaca  court is an indigenous means of jurisdiction in Rwanda. 
At the level of the village communities, such courts used to decide about viola-
tions of social norms and minor cases in or between families involving land 
rights, inheritance disputes or property off ences. Judges at the  gacaca  courts 
were well-respected male village elders, the  Inyangamugayo  (honourable per-
sons). Th ey were provided with authority by the Mwami, the traditional ruler 
in Rwanda, who was the only one to decide about capital off ences such as 
homicide. Th e rulings of the  gacaca  courts often demanded community ser-
vice for the village, reparations or other types of compensation. As a sym-
bol of  reconciliation, the traditional  gacaca  courts often ended with a shared 
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meal—an expression of the fact that the  gacacas  did not aim at punishment 
but at keeping social peace. Very similarly to the  ubuntu  approach, all eff orts 
aim at reestablishing the harmony of the community, at the reconciliation of 
perpetrators and victims, as a foundation of living together peacefully in the 
future. Such legal procedures, also common in other regions of Africa, make 
some authors speak of an explicitly African way of jurisdiction in the context of 
which the focus of attention is not on the individual or individual damage, but 
on the damage to the community and the search for solutions for the further 
existence of the community (Murungi  2006 ). 

 Th e reestablishment of the  gacaca  courts pursued the following goals: 
fi nding the truth about the genocide; supporting a process of reconciliation 
among the people of Rwanda; abandoning a ‘culture of impunity’, which 
was considered one of the causes of the genocide; the quick condemnation 
of those having participated in the genocide; and, not least, a demonstration 
of Rwanda’s capability to solve its problems (Scanlon and Motlafi   2009 , 302; 
Rusagara  2005 , 22). 

 As an element of the process of coping with the past, new (  http://gacaca.rw/
about/    ).  gacaca  courts face a much bigger challenge than the traditional ones, 
which were principally about social balance. From this there result a number of 
problems. International organizations such as Amnesty International criticize 
the lack of standards for a fair trial, as well as the lack of independence and 
transparency of these courts. A big problem, it is said, is that there is no wit-
ness protection programme. Th ere are many reports about witnesses or judges 
having been put under pressure or even killed. Another criticism is that the 
suff ering of the victims is not adequately recognized, for fi nding the truth has 
priority over punishment. Many prison sentences are commuted to commu-
nity service, and those ordered to pay compensation often fail to do so. As early 
as 1999, the government had established a ‘compensation fund’. However, in 
reverting to such a fund, the basic idea that the person having caused the dam-
age is supposed to make compensation is lost. Th at is why the compensation 
principle is indeed disputed, not to mention the question of where the money 
for the high number of necessary compensations is supposed to come from. 
In particular, women’s associations claim that the rights of women are not suf-
fi ciently protected and patriarchal structures are consolidated. 

 Th us, many questions are still unanswered when it comes to corrective 
or criminal justice in Rwanda, and further academic and social discourse is 
urgently demanded. However, one must also recognize that the  gacaca  courts 
have made an essential contribution to coping with the crimes of 1994. In 
the context of national reconciliation, however, they may be considered only 
a starting point for the lengthy and comprehensive process Rwanda’s society 
is going through still today.   
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    Concepts of Justice in Modern African 
Philosophy: Distributive Justice 

 Justice has not counted among the main concepts of the discourse in modern 
African philosophy since the 20th century. In the relevant overviews, the term 
does not play any crucial role. African philosophy has emphasized terms such 
as ‘identity’ or ‘person’, concepts such as de-colonization of the mind, the 
reconstruction of the history of ideas, and the search for specifi cally African 
kinds of logic, metaphysics and ethics. However, the thinkers highlighted 
below have explicitly dealt with issues of justice. 

    Henry Odera Oruka’s Concept of Global Justice 

 Th e idea of ‘global justice’ in the Euro-American discourse has played a role 
only since the beginning of the new millennium, whereas the Kenyan philos-
opher Henry Odera Oruka was already using the term and raising connected 
questions in 1981. Odera Oruka uses the term to refer to the concept of 
justice at a global level and thus for the fi rst time adjusting it to the extent of 
the already existing international integration in all fi elds we are facing today. 

 Henry Odera Oruka (1944–1995) was and still is one of the most infl uen-
tial and most respected philosophers in Africa. Th e questions which moved 
him and which he discusses philosophically are always those most closely con-
nected to the practical issues of his compatriots and their living conditions. 
Th ese include questions of liberty and independence in a post-colonial world, 
of values and guidelines, of democracy and human rights in the countries of 
Africa, of the moral legitimacy of development aid, of the protection of the 
environment, and the question of social justice. Again and again, his dealing 
with these issues also results in the question of how relevant philosophy is for 
our world today. For him, philosophy can gain relevance and legitimacy only 
by dealing with the burning questions of the present time and by contribut-
ing to answering these questions. What made him famous was most of all his 
project on ‘sage philosophy’ (Odera Oruka  1990 ), but poverty, freedom and 
justice are also crucial issues in his work. 

 For Odera Oruka, poverty is not a moral issue of charity or humanitarian 
aid but a question of justice and, therefore, a question of an enforceable right. 
Social justice is for him right from the beginning an issue which transgresses 
national borders, an issue which can be analyzed and solved only at a global 
level. His two essential essays on the topic of justice are ‘John Rawls’ Ideology: 
Justice as Egalitarian Fairness’ ( 1981 ) 13  and ‘Th e Philosophy of Foreign Aid: 

13   I quote here from Odera Oruka  1997 , 115–125. Th e essay was published for the fi rst time in 1981 
under the title ‘Rawls’ Ideological Affi  nity and Justice as Egalitarian Fairness’, in: Lars Ericsson (ed.) 
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A Question of the Right to a Human Minimum’ ( 1989 ). 14  In the fi rst article, 
from 1981, he defi nes global justice as equally distributing the wealth of the 
world among all people, with no regard for national, racial or geographic dif-
ferences, and he makes an approach at a fundamental criticism of capitalism, 
in particular of the predominant details of ownership (Odera Oruka  1997 , 
118). In the latter article, from 1989, he limits the ideal of global justice to 
safeguarding a minimum standard of life for every human being. Th e starting 
point for his considerations in ‘Th e Philosophy of Foreign Aid’ is the ques-
tion of the possibility of giving reasons for development aid. He criticizes 
the common reasons for giving aid, like charity, the donor countries’ own 
interests, or the necessity of fl ourishing trade relations. In this context, he 
states, the commandment of philanthropy is as insuffi  cient as the demand for 
compensation or using international trade relations as an argument (Odera 
Oruka in Graness and Kresse  1997 , 48ff .). He unmasks these arguments as 
a means for securing spheres of infl uence as sales markets and for provid-
ing raw material resources. Furthermore, he says, compassion and charity are 
voluntary benefi ts which cannot be demanded. Th us, they do not provide 
any suffi  cient reason for a principle which is supposed to safeguard global jus-
tice for all inhabitants of the planet. What is needed instead is a principle of 
absolute, categorically valid, genuinely moral obligation. Odera Oruka iden-
tifi es the ‘right to a human minimum’ as such a principle, as a fundamental 
precondition for exerting all other rights. Th e reason given for the claim to a 
human minimum is the uncircumventable right to self-preservation, which 
is a fundamental necessity for an individual to be able to enjoy any other 
right. For Odera Oruka, the right to a human minimum as the foundation of 
any other right is an absolute right which cannot be restricted by any other 
right. Each human is entitled to it because of being human. Refusing the 
human  minimum results in the person concerned not being able to perform 
the essential functions of a person:

  For all human beings to function with a signifi cant degree of rationality and self-
awareness, they need a certain minimum amount of physical security, health 
care, and subsistence … Below this minimum one may still be human and alive. 
But one cannot successfully carry out the functions of a moral agent or engage in 
creative activity. Access to at least the human minimum is necessary (even if not 
suffi  cient) for one to be rational and self-conscious. Without it, man is either a 
brute or a human vegetable. Man loses the very minimum necessary for a decent 
defi nition of human being. (Odera Oruka in Graness and Kresse  1997 , 53) 

 Justice, social, and global. Papers presented at the Stockholm International Symposium on Justice, held in 
September 1978 . Stockholm: Gotab, 77–88. 
14   I quote here from Odera Oruka in Graness and Kresse  1997 , 47–59. Th e essay was published for the 
fi rst time in 1989: Th e Philosophy of Foreign Aid: A Question of the Right to a Human Minim um , in: 
 Praxis International  8, 465–475. 
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   By a person Odera Oruka means a rational, self-conscious, morally acting 
being capable of making a fair deal. Being a person means the capability of 
leading an autonomous and self-organized life, including qualities that go 
beyond just belonging to the species of  Homo sapiens . Humans not achieving 
the status of a person are not capable of acting ethically and drop out of the 
ethical community. Th ey are no longer subject to its rules and are no longer 
responsible for their actions. 

 Th e precondition for achieving the status of a person is safeguarding the 
human minimum. But what, precisely, does this ‘human minimum’ consist 
of? In his article from 1989, Odera Oruka identifi es three factors: physical 
safety, health and a certain level of subsistence. Th is defi nition is extended in 
1991 in his book  Th e Philosophy of Liberty,  in which he develops a hierarchy 
of freedoms, with economic freedom being the most fundamental one, and 
and all other freedoms building on economic freedom. Odera Oruka defi nes 
liberties in the context of the satisfaction of needs:

  We … need freedom only because we have certain needs to fulfi l and freedom is 
a condition for such fulfi lment. It seems, therefore, proper that before giving a 
defi nition of ‘liberty for X’s’ we must fi rst of all give a defi nition of what we 
mean by X’s needs’. We can then defi ne X’s liberty in terms of ‘X’s  needs’ . (Odera 
Oruka  1991 , 53) 

   He distinguishes human basic needs (primary needs), whose fulfi lment is nec-
essary for maintaining one’s existence, from ‘secondary needs’, whose fulfi l-
ment is not essential for survival but serves for further developing and enriching 
one’s life. Among the basic needs, Odera Oruka counts the following:

    1.    Food   
   2.    Shelter and clothes   
   3.    Knowledge   
   4.    Freedom of action or movement   
   5.    Health   
   6.    Sexuality     

 From these needs he derives the following types of freedom (Odera Oruka 
 1991 , 64):

    1.    Freedom from hunger   
   2.    Freedom to fi nd shelter   
   3.    Freedom from ignorance   
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   4.    Freedom from restriction   
   5.    Freedom of movement and action   
   6.    Freedom from ill health   
   7.    Sexual freedom    

  He summarizes these freedoms by the concept of economic freedoms. 
Odera Oruka argues that the economic freedoms are the fi rst to be secured, 
as they are the precondition for all other freedoms. In the hierarchy of free-
doms, economic freedom is followed by political freedom. It includes, among 
others, freedom of expression and opinion, freedom of press and assembly. 
Political freedom, again, is the precondition for cultural freedom. According 
to Odera Oruka, this means freedom from monotony and the impositions of 
trivial culture, freedom from cultural colonialism, freedom to have a rational 
attitude towards life, as well as the freedom to change one’s own way of life. 
Finally, economic, political and cultural freedoms are followed by intellectual, 
religious and sexual freedoms. 

 Odera Oruka makes clear that the foundation of any enjoyment of free-
doms and rights is securing the biological constitution of man, securing a 
human minimum. Without securing this basic condition—which is not a 
matter of course; according to the World Health Organization about 18 mil-
lion people die every year due to poverty-related factors—it does not make 
sense to further discuss human liberties. Th is is why Odera Oruka considers 
economic freedoms superior to all other freedoms. Accordingly, his objection 
to John Rawls and his  Th eory of Justice  aims most of all at the lexical order of 
his principles of justice (Rawls  1971 , 52ff .). Odera Oruka deals intensively 
and critically with Rawls’s theory, which he considers to be basically rooted in 
the US context and whose claim to universal validity he denies for this reason 
(Odera Oruka  1997 , 115). Right in the fi rst sentence of his article on John 
Rawls he writes: 15 

15   “According to John Rawls, the guiding ideas of justice are expressed in two principles of justice. Th ese 
principles are lexically ordered, and Rawls emphasizes the priority of liberty:
Th e First Principle of Justice
“First: each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar 
liberty for others.” (Rawls 1971, 53)
Th e basic liberties of citizens are the political liberty to vote and run for offi  ce, freedom of speech and 
assembly, liberty of conscience, freedom of personal property and freedom from arbitrary arrest.
Th e Second Principle of Justice
Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that:
(a) they are to be of the greatest benefi t to the least-advantaged members of society, consistent with the 
just savings principle. ( the diff erence principle )
(b) offi  ces and positions must be open to everyone under conditions of  fair equality of opportunity  
(see Rawls 1971, p. 53)” 
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  In  A Th eory of Justice  John Rawls introduces an egalitarian formula in the con-
cept of justice. But he does so on the plane of a liberal-capitalist conception of 
justice that corrodes the formula, and the theory turns out as a subtle defence of 
welfare-capitalism. (Odera Oruka  1997 , 115) 

   A concept developed on the basis of welfare-capitalism is not appropriate to 
the situation in poor countries:

  But in a society where the majority are illiterate and there is widespread poverty, 
political and intellectual liberties are luxuries. Th e people either do not under-
stand them, or they have no motivation to exercise them. Poverty-stricken peo-
ple want bread, not freedom of thought and speech. (Odera Oruka  1997 , 123) 

   Th at a hungry voter will easily sell his vote for a piece of bread is an experi-
ence observed again and again in many poor countries, and it is an obstacle to 
democratic elections. People lacking the basic necessities do not desire democ-
racy, which at fi rst sight is worthless for them; they need something to eat. 
Th is is not to say that these people do not strive for political freedom; it is 
only that pure sustainment requires other priorities. And this is precisely what 
Odera Oruka points out: in a situation of absolute poverty, the enjoyment of 
political or intellectual freedoms must be secondary to economic necessities 
(water, food, housing, health care). 

 Odera Oruka makes the further claim that economic necessities always have 
priority over political and intellectual ones, not only in situations of extreme 
poverty. It is only when economic necessities are no longer in question (such 
as in the industrialized nations) that one may wrongly believe political neces-
sities to be more fundamental. Consequently, for him the true value or use-
fulness of freedom is rooted only in Rawls’s second principle. Th e fi rst one, 
Odera Oruka says, secures only legal equality. However, it does not keep some 
from benefi ting more from liberties than others as a result of the benefi ciaries 
being wealthy and powerful and having a high position in society. Th e others 
enjoy only the freedom of being free—indeed also the freedom from products 
meant to meet their basic necessities—and they live without the ‘added value’ 
of freedom. Only if a certain degree of subsistence has been achieved can the 
preconditions be met for the possibility of the bearer of rights and liberties to 
be an acting and thinking subject (an agent). 

 For Odera Oruka, everybody’s right to securing his/her own survival includes 
the moral obligation to guarantee the human minimum for everybody else. 
Th us, the human minimum as a universal moral right is at the same time an 
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obligation for every human. At the global level, Odera Oruka derives from this 
an obligation of the rich nations to invest part of their national wealth in a 
reserve pool for the poorer nations and to provide development aid:

  Aid from affl  uent nations to those countries suff ering object poverty should be 
given on the understanding that people from the affl  uent nations are fulfi lling 
the global ethical obligation of enforcing the latter’s rights to a human mini-
mum. (Odera Oruka in Graness and Kresse  1997 , 54) 

   However, development aid must not result in new or lasting dependence. 
Also, Odera Oruka understands development aid in the sense of capacity 
building: Aid for those who are living below the human minimum is an 
 obligation for everyone on the planet up to the moment when such an 
individual or group of people regained the capability to participate in the 
discourse as a moral agent. Odera Oruka thus calls into question the para-
digm of territorial sovereignty, which is commonly considered sacrosanct 
when it comes to international relations. For him, national borders are not 
insignifi cant, but they may be crossed if this is necessary for securing a 
human minimum, as well as in the case of human rights violations. In sum, 
his demands are as follows:

 –    Rich nations must invest in a reserve pool for the poorer nations or have 
an obligation of development aid.  

 –   Th ere is a right to interfere with a nation’s internal aff airs if it terrorizes 
its citizens by help of its laws.  

 –   Th ere is a right to access to national or private property, for property 
rights are  prima facie  rights.    

 Th en, Odera Oruka’s principle of global justice may be presented as a kind 
of categorical imperative as follows:

   Take care that the human basic necessities are secured for every human on the planet, 
in such a way that he/she becomes a free decision maker and is capable of argumen-
tatively supporting his/her own interests!  

   In the context of this chapter, it is also important to mention Odera Oruka’s 
concept of punishment as developed in his book  Punishment and Terrorism in 
Africa  (1976, second edition 1985). Here he argues that crimes are a symp-
tom of social disharmony. For example, poor persons steal in order to survive. 
Consequently, instead of punishment, the state should ensure each person’s 
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basic needs. Odera Oruka argues that so-called criminals do not commit their 
crimes out of their own free will but always under social, economic or psy-
chological conditions and constraints. Th us, they are not responsible for their 
acts. To avoid criminal acts and to secure social harmony, the state has to 
remove ‘the conditions that cause people to adopt criminal behaviour’ (Odera 
Oruka  1985 , 84). A fi rst step would surely be to secure the human minimum. 

 Moreover, in an analysis of African traditions of dealing with crime, Odera 
Oruka shows that African traditions of compensation and restitution have 
therapeutic value. Prisons and fi nes are foreign imports to Africa (Odera 
Oruka  1985 , 48–49), and he concludes that it is time to revive practices of 
compensation and ‘to abolish punishment as a practice which is absurd and 
has no place in an enlightened and rational society’ (Odera Oruka  1985 , 84). 
He recommends compensation or restitution, ‘because it is in accordance with 
ethical reason and human dignity’ (Odera Oruka  1985 , 54), or treatment, 
which aims ‘to use therapeutic, psychological, social and economic means to 
rid the criminal of his criminal behaviour’ (Odera Oruka  1985 , 54) and will 
often extend to the community at large. 

 Odera Oruka’s concept of global justice provides material for numerous 
debates, both in his home country of Kenya (Nyarwath  2009 ,  2012 ) and else-
where (Graneß  2011 ,  2015b ). Th e Kenyan philosopher Dismas A.  Masolo 
(University of Louisville, USA) makes an important contribution to the debate. 
He approaches Odera Oruka’s concept by way of the concept of care (Masolo 
 2012 ) and considers Odera Oruka’s approach an attempt to elevate the idea 
of care to the level of global justice, care in this context being understood as 
taking suff ering seriously. Th e fundamental question Masolo raises when con-
necting to Odera Oruka is why the new proximity resulting from new com-
munications technologies and economic and political interdependency has not 
resulted in overcoming the distributive principles being limited to a certain 
community. From Aristotle via Kant and as far as Rawls, Masolo identifi es a 
line of tradition in the Western world guided by self-interest, by the ideal of 
autonomy and freedom, and basically being about doing the right (and not 
the good) thing—regardless of whether doing the right thing also serves the 
welfare of the other. According to Masolo, Odera Oruka’s criticism of Rawls 
implies a criticism of the individual-ethical perspective of Western concepts 
of justice, a perspective which ignores the fact that the I is always interwoven 
with a social context from which it receives its ideas of right and morality, 
and indeed of what constitutes a good life. For Masolo, Rawls’s theory refl ects 
his rootedness in an American reality. Masolo identifi es a number of connec-
tions between Rawls theory and political problems in the USA, such as the Tea 
Party’s resistance to the introduction of general health insurance or the fact 
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that rich people have lower tax rates than poor people. According to Masolo, 
it seems that such conditions result in the abandonment of any kind of social 
control of how individual liberties are used. And these conditions, for which 
the reason given is that a more liberal market economy benefi ts the poor by 
driving the economy and creating jobs, seem to be legitimated by Rawls’s the-
ory, which views the freedom of the individual as the highest, most inviolable 
value, Masolo says. After all, this results in a few individuals enjoying a degree 
of freedom which the majority of mankind can only dream of and idealise. 

 It is true that Rawls argues that man is rational enough to avoid wide diff er-
ences in wealth or opportunity. Masolo points out that this does not seem to 
be the case, however, if one considers the current social realities on the planet. 
Th us, for Masolo, the misjudged human psyche is one of the main weak spots 
of Rawls’s theory. For this reason, Masolo wants the socio-psychological foun-
dations of morality to be researched, and he also demands some kind of ‘global 
care’. It is, he says, about making the search for the common grounds of the 
 condicio humana , the search for a common human good, the focus of our eff orts.  

    Teodros Kiros and the Question, May Food 
Be a Commodity? 

 Th e hierarchization of freedoms favoured by Odera Oruka seems to be a trend 
of more recent philosophy in Africa (similar to the situation in Latin America 16 ). 
In a similar vein, the Ethiopian philosopher Teodros Kiros considers physical 
needs to be clearly superior to political freedoms. Concisely, he states:

  Th e fi rst principle of justice commands categorically that food, shelter and 
clothing must be available to all beings in Africa, and the second principle 
defends freedom as a right to be extended to all Africans. Th e extension of 
democracy to all Africans is a possibility devoutly to be wished. (Kiros  2001 , 5) 

   Th e starting point of his considerations is the 1982–1986 food crisis in Africa. 
Th e devastating eff ects of a long period of drought, particularly in East Africa, 
led Kiros to question fundamental concepts of ‘development’ and ‘underde-
velopment’ with a view to the relation of economic-political concepts and 
concepts of moral philosophy. In this context, he pursues the interesting 
idea that for man food is a kind of natural basic right. According to Kiros, 
the awareness that food is an absolutely basic necessity for man was only 
lost when food was separated from production for most individuals in the 

16   See the comparative analysis in Graneß  2011 , 173ff . 
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context of giving up subsistence farming. In the ideal case, food would have 
to be considered a right inherent to man. In contrast to this, however, today 
food is considered one commodity among others which may be purchased 
for money:

  Food is produced, circulated, exchanged, and consumed as a commodity, as a 
good, an object, just like any other commodity. In the market mentality, the 
distinctively human quality of food is forgotten. (Kiros  1992 , XIV) 

   Kiros emphasizes that it is time to speak out against this market mentality 
for which a value is measurably productive alone and everything becomes 
a commodity. He calls such a commodity oriented mentality an ideology. 
Such a way of looking at the world (and food) according to economic catego-
ries, which is considered an allegedly ‘natural’ way of seeing things, makes it 
impossible to take any other view of resources and other species and prevents 
any sustainable way of life. Th is is where Kiros’s  1992  criticism is congruent 
with the approaches of post- development studies. For example, one of the 
 latter’s most famous representatives, Gustavo Esteva, writes:

  Establishing economic value requires the disvaluing of all other forms of social 
existence. Disvalue transmogrifi es skills into lacks, commons into resources, 
men and women into commodifi ed labour, tradition into burden, wisdom into 
ignorance, autonomy into dependency. It transmogrifi es people’s autonomous 
activities embodying wants, skills, hopes and interactions with one another, and 
with the environment, into needs whose satisfaction requires the mediation of 
the market. … Th e transmogrifi cation of autonomous men and women into 
disvalued ‘economic man’ was in fact the precondition for the emergence of 
economic society, a condition that must be constantly renewed, reconfi rmed 
and deepened for economic rule to continue. Disvalue is the secret of economic 
value, and it cannot be created except with violence and in the face of continu-
ous resistance. (Esteva  2010 , 15) 

   Th e devaluation of everything grown (nature, social structures and human 
capabilities) also includes human food, as it comes from nature, drinking 
water, even the air we breathe, all of them having been changed into resources. 
Nature is no longer the self-renewing giver of life but has become an economic 
object, a commodity. Kiros criticizes the fact that philosophy has traditionally 
avoided dealing with this economization of food, hunger and poverty and the 
unequal distribution of wealth and asymmetric power structures, when such 
issues ought to be in the focus of our attention. 
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 In the course of his own considerations, and through a sharp criticism 
of Rawls, Kiros introduces the following two principles to guide the people 
of Africa when it comes to their actions and to working out development 
strategies:

  Th e fi rst principle is the recognition of food, health, shelter, and clothing as 
inalienable human rights. African resources must be used in such a way that they 
can, with proper scientifi c aids, be channelled to eventually (a) eliminate the 
urgent human needs of poverty and hunger, and (b) address other attendant 
consequences of mental and physical health, hopelessness and undermotivation. 

 Th e second principle is a demand for the absolutely necessary duty humans 
may have in the recognition of the importance of freedom for those who think 
and feel that they are unfree. When the basic human material needs of the poor 
are met, only then may the Africans be able to think about nonmaterial human 
needs, such as art and religion. (Kiros  1992 , 176) 

   Here it becomes obvious that Kiros has taken Rawls’s two principles of jus-
tice and turned them around: the fulfi lment of material (physical) needs is 
made prior to any liberty right. For Kiros, meeting fundamental conditions 
for existence is the precondition for enjoying all other rights or exercising all 
other (intellectual) capabilities of man. Or, as he writes: ‘A self which is not 
fed cannot think, plan, or imagine’ (Kiros  1992 , 168). 

 Like Odera Oruka, Kiros criticizes the lexical ordering of Rawls’s princi-
ples of justice, that they come from a certain historical context—that is, the 
Western one, in particular the North American one—and that they exclu-
sively refer to the inequalities of American society. Rawls’s concept is therefore 
a regional one (Kiros  1992 , XIX). Rawls’s principles must be adjusted if they 
are to be useful for the situation in Africa. 

 Kiros is currently developing his own principles of moral philosophy, the 
purpose of which is to lead Africa towards future economic development. In 
his book  Ethiopian Discourse , Kiros calls his approach a ‘moral economy’ and 
considers it an alternative to the traditional social systems of capitalism and 
socialism (Kiros  2011 , 113–121).   
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    Conclusion 

 Th e concepts discussed above indicate how much philosophical thought, 
while striving for universal validity, is always determined by historical, politi-
cal and economic factors. Odera Oruka deals with this fact in his consider-
ations on a theory of justice. He writes:

  I am beginning to think that it is diffi  cult to formulate a universal theory of 
social justice, which, to be relevant, needs to take into account the level of eco-
nomic advancement, historical traditions and experience and ideological reali-
ties of the societies for which it is meant. It is precisely these factors which 
would dictate what the people regard or ought to treat as primary goods and 
fundamental rights in any society which they must want to have whatever else 
they may want. (Odera Oruka  1997 , 115) 

   Th e observation that the place where philosophy happens considerably 
infl uences its result is certainly not easily rejected. Accordingly, today it is the 
confrontation with absolute poverty and its eff ects which makes the thinkers 
quoted above give priority to the securing of physical needs; this is not the case 
in the Euro-American debate, where one assumes the securing of physical needs 
to be already granted. By emphasizing the necessity of securing biological cor-
poreality, approaches such as those by Henry Odera Oruka, Teodros Kiros, or 
the Latin American philosopher Enrique Dussel take seriously the bitter reality 
of life of the majority of the people of their regions—a reality which cannot be 
simply ignored when it comes to philosophical considerations. 

 It is a great fl aw of the current debates on principles of justice that these 
and other thinkers from the African continent do not play any role within 
these debates. As a result of this ignorance, the Euro-American discourse pre-
vents any access for itself to interesting concepts—and after all, recognizing 
the other and his/her thought is the basic condition of any kind of justice. 
It seems as if still we have a long way to go to achieve this.     
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         Introduction 

 Th e list of failed or tottering democratic experiments in Africa is unparalleled 
in any other region of the world. In spite of the so-called second and third 
waves of democracy which blew over the continent in the 1960s and 1990s, 
respectively, 1  it is pretty diffi  cult to be optimistic about the prospects of demo-
cratic consolidation in Africa. With the possible exceptions of Botswana and 
South Africa, few African countries have made appreciable progress towards 
the consolidation of their fragile democracies. On the contrary, many African 
states have slipped back into authoritarianism through military coups or the 
constriction of the political space to one that is for all intents and purposes 
dominated by a single party. Th e opposition is emasculated as the ruling party 
mobilizes the state apparatus of violence to silence the vociferous sections of 
the latter, just as the civil society is rendered comatose with a combination of 

1   According to Samuel P. Huntington, the second wave of democracy refers to the emergence of democra-
cies in the wake of the wave of decolonization in the 1960s, while the third wave concerns the rapid 
spread of democracy in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989. 



the stick and carrot. Th e international community is placated by the façade 
of competitive multiparty elections that are anything but free and fair. In 
short, the African continent is today strewn with “democracies” which exist 
in form but lack substance. Th ese pseudo-democracies bring to mind the 
 phenomenon that Fareed Zakaria describes as “illiberal democracies”. 2  Th ese 
are polities which do organize multiparty elections periodically but are char-
acterized by the persistent violation of human rights and a brazen disregard 
for the rule of law. 

 From a purely statistical perspective, one may conclude that a democratic 
ethos is spreading across Africa. It is an empirical fact, for instance, that the 
number of polities masquerading as democracies has risen dramatically in the 
aftermath of the third wave. According to one estimate, the number of mul-
tiparty constitutions on the continent had risen from nine in 1988 to forty- 
fi ve just about a decade later. 3  With this development, a signifi cant majority 
of national regimes in the continent have the semblance of democracy. Th e 
problem, however, as indicated above, is that multiparty elections do not nec-
essarily imply the entrenchment of true democracy. Th at most African states 
 mutatis mutandis  satisfy the criteria of democratic proceduralism does not 
qualify them as substantive democracies. Indeed, the third wave of democra-
tization has ushered in various democratic caricatures labeled by Jeff  Haynes 
as  façade democracy . 4  

 It is in the light of the juxtaposition of the spread of democratic forms and 
the marked absence of democratic depth and substance on the African conti-
nent that some scholars have argued that the traditional African worldview, 
political culture and practice are not supportive of democracy. Th e argument 
here is that African worldview and culture, being hierarchical in nature, perpet-
uate an illiberal social order. Being illiberal and proscriptive, the African world-
view is said to be inimical to the democratic ethos of liberty and free choice. 

 Th e goal this paper sets for itself is to refute the thesis that democracy is 
foreign or alien to African culture and practice. Pursuant to this goal, the 
paper demonstrates how the traditional African worldview supports some 
basic elements of democracy. It also shows that political practice and social 
organization in pre-colonial Africa incorporated certain democratic ideas and 
ideals. In concluding, the paper contemplates the basic outlines of an authen-
tic African democracy.  

2   Zakaria, F. (1997) “Th e Rise of Illiberal Democracy” in  Journal of Democracy , 76(6) pp. 22–43. 
3   Th ompson, A. (2004)  Introduction to African Politics,  New York: Routledge. 
4   Haynes, J. (2001)  Democracy and Political Change in Th e “Th ird World ”, New York: Routledge. p. 6. 
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    Conceptual Analysis 

 To lay a proper conceptual foundation for the discussion that is to follow, in 
this section we shall briefl y defi ne the terms “worldview” and “democracy.” 
Beyond the issue of defi nition, the section will also attempt to show the con-
nection between the concepts of African worldview and political practice. 

 So, what is a worldview? Th e term “worldview,” often employed inter-
changeably with “Weltanschauung,” is defi ned by the  New Penguin English 
Dictionary  as a “particular conception of nature and purpose of the world”. 5  
For Gardner and Stern, a worldview is a system of beliefs that provide cultures 
and individuals with general perspectives and a vantage point from which to 
view the world. 6  Haralambos and Holborn provide a similar defi nition: the 
image or picture of the world held by members of a society. 7  In the book 
 Worldviews: From Fragmentation to Integration,  Aernts et  al conceptualize 
worldviews in a comprehensive fashion which bears being quoted at length:

  A worldview is a coherent collection of concepts and theorems that must 
allow us to construct a global image of the world and in this way to under-
stand as many elements of our experience as possible. A worldview is a system 
of coordinates or a frame of reference in which everything presented to us by 
our diverse experience can be placed. It is a symbolic system of representation 
that allows us to integrate everything we know about the world and ourselves 
into a global picture, one that illuminates reality as it presented to us within a 
certain setting. 8  

   From the above conceptualizations of worldview, one thing is very clear: a 
worldview is a collection of coherent concepts, a frame of reference or sym-
bolic system of representation by which we interpret and understand reality. 
Th us, a worldview is a social construct and not a God-given truth or objective 
reality. It is not valid in any absolute sense. Nevertheless, it shapes a people’s 
culture, norms, values and institutions. It also provides individuals with the 
meaning, purpose and motives which ultimately drive or direct their actions. 

 So much for worldviews. In explicating the meaning of democracy we 
must begin with the etymology of the word. “Democracy” derives from two 
Greek words,  Demo  and  Kratia  meaning “people” and “rule,”  respectively. 

5   Allen, R. (2000)  New Penguin English Dictionary . London: Penguin. p. 1601. 
6   Gardner, T. G. and Stern, P. C. (2002)  Environmental Problems and Human  Behaviour. Boston M A: 
Pearson, p.  56
7   Haralambos, M. and Holborn, M. (2004)  Sociology: Th emes and Perspective . London: Collins. p. 417. 
8   Aerts, D., et al. (1994:6)  Worldviews: From Fragmentation to Integration . Brussels: VUB Press. 
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Etymologically, therefore, democracy implies “the rule of the people.” 
Apparently, the popularly cited defi nition of democracy by Abraham Lincoln 
is a reformulation of the etymological meaning: “the government of the people 
by the people and for the people.” 9  Beyond etymological defi nitions, however, 
the burgeoning literature on democracy shows a clear disagreement between 
thinkers who defi ne democracy procedurally and those who defi ne it sub-
stantively. Th ose who conceptualize democracy in procedural terms generally 
characterize the system as relating to procedures governing elections and the 
behavior of public offi  ce holders. From the perspective of procedural theo-
rists, democracy is minimally defi ned as a political system that holds relatively 
free and fair elections with near universal adult suff rage on a regular basis. 10  
Huntington off ers a similar defi nition. In his words, “a twentieth- century system” 
is “democratic to the extent that its most powerful collective decision makers are 
selected through fair, honest and periodic elections in which candidates freely 
compete for votes and in which all the adult population is eligible to vote.” 11  

 Opposed to the minimalist procedural account of democracy are think-
ers who advocate substantive democracy. For them, that a polity satisfi es the 
requirement of periodic electoral competition does not really make it a true 
democracy. For, as we argued earlier, a democratically elected government 
may still engage in the massive violation of human rights and fail to respect 
its citizen’s preferences in the making of public policy. Hence, some scholars 
have argued that no matter how comprehensive it may be, any procedural 
conception of democracy is incomplete. Th ey therefore insist on a conception 
of democracy that goes beyond mere electoralism to capture the substance of 
democracy, such as just public policies and the promotion of equality between 
citizens. Th e triumvirate of Edwards, Wattenberg and Lineberry off ers a defi -
nition close to this ideal. Democracy, according to them, “is a means of select-
ing policy makers and organizing government so that policy represents and 
responds to citizens’ preferences.” 12  

 Interestingly, the diff erence between the scholars who conceive democ-
racy in its minimalist procedural form and those who advocate a substantive 
democracy corresponds to the distinction between “process democrats” and 

9   Ogan, T. Y. (2003) “Democratic Ideals in the Nigerian State” in Ferdinand, N. J. and Camillus U et al 
(eds)  Church and Democracy in West Africa . Port Harcourt: CIWA. 
10   Handelman (2006)  Th e Challenge of Th ird World  Development, New Jersey: Prentice Hall p. 24 2006: 
24). 9. 
11   Huntington, S. P. (1991)  Th e Th ird Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth to Century,  Oklahoma: 
University of Oklahoma Press. pp. 6–7. 
12   Edwards, J., Wattenberg, G. and Lineberry, R (1996)  Government in America , New  York: Harper 
Collins: 12) 11. 
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“principle democrats.” 13  Process democrats claim that there is no theory or 
philosophy underlying democracy other than the agreement that the will of 
the majority decides issues and that there should be a separation of pow-
ers between organs of government. In essence, democracy is about proce-
dures. Principle democrats, on the other hand, argue that democracy has an 
important theoretical core. While recognizing that democratic procedures are 
important, they insist that such procedures are secondary to the basic intents 
and objectives of democracy. Th e basic principles or core of democracy will 
include the ideas of equality, freedom and distributive justice. 

 Th e conception of democracy that informs this paper is the position of the 
principle democrat. We agree that democracy is more than procedures and 
methods and that the institutionalization of core values of democracy, such as 
equality, liberty and social justice, is the very essence of a veritable democracy. 
By implication, therefore, if any system is not explicitly built on the majori-
tarian principle or separation of power, it is still democratic to the degree that 
it respects the core values of democracy. In the next section we will show that 
while pre-colonial African societies did not always operate by the majoritarian 
principle, some democratic element is at the heart of their political practices. 
Before we examine the political systems and practices in traditional Africa, it 
would be expedient to show how the African worldview supports some politi-
cal practices that incorporate respect for democratic ideals.  

    The African Worldview 

 Certainly, to speak of an African worldview is to indulge in a degree of gener-
alization. Th e African continent is a geographically vast and culturally diverse 
area. As such it is logical to expect that elements of the worldview that holds 
sway in West Africa may not have the same infl uence in South Africa. In 
short, across the diverse cultures on the continent, we can identify various 
and divergent conceptions of reality. Th is paper certainly does not discoun-
tenance Africa’s cultural diversity. Instead, it adopts an approach dubbed by 
Wiredu as strategic particularism, according to which the study of peoples’ 
conception of reality must be culture specifi c. 14  Th us, in analyzing the African 
worldview, we will occasionally refer to the views and practice of specifi c cul-
tural groups, such as the Akan, the Yoruba and the Igbos. However, even with 

13   Baradat, L. (1994)  Political Ideologies . Prentice Hall: New Jersey. p. 58. 
14   Wiredu, K.(2003) “On Declonising African Religions” in Coetze, P. H. and Roux A. P. J. (eds)  Th e 
African Philosophy Reader , New York: Routledge. 
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the  culture- specifi c approach, there is a set of ideas which is common to the 
whole of traditional Africa. As we shall show in the discussion below, the con-
cepts of spirit, force and hierarchy of being, for example, are common to the 
worldviews of most traditional African societies. Our conviction, therefore, is 
that “metaphysical thinking in Africa has features which make it a particular 
way of conceptualizing reality.” 15  It is in this limited sense that we speak of an 
African worldview. 

 What are the basic features of the African worldview? Essentially, we can 
identify three main features, namely, the principle of engagement, the com-
munal conception of the self, and an orientation which is profoundly spiri-
tual. We discuss these features in turn. 

 By arguing that the African worldview is marked by the principle of engage-
ment, we mean that traditional Africans share a perspective that recognizes the 
fundamental unity of all things. Th us, Africans see a unity between the mind 
and the body, the subject and the object, the individual and the community, 
and even between the material and the spiritual. In short, rather than conceive 
himself as an ego standing aloof from the “hierarchy of beings,” the African 
celebrates and recognizes his connection to the “other.” 16  Th is is why it has 
been postulated that the African worldview “valorizes the interconnectedness 
of being.” 17  “Being” here is of course defi ned expansively to include Human, 
non human, animate and inanimate as well as visible and invisible entities. 
Ruch and Ayanwu, in the following quotation, shed more light on the African 
notion of the unity of all being.

  Because everything is a vital force or shares in the force, the African feels and 
thinks that all things are similar, share the same qualities and nature. It does not 
mean that Africans do not know the distinction between a tree and a goat, a 
bird and man. Rather the ontological relationship among life forces do not 
permit him to see things in isolation. In fact, he denies the existence of an indi-
vidual as an isolated activity unrelated to others. He affi  rms the ontological 
relationship as the ultimate nature of all things. 18  

   Following naturally from the African notion of the ontological connectedness 
of all beings is another vital element of the African worldview: the  communal 

15   Teff o, J. and Roux, A. P. J. (2003) “Metaphysical Th inking inAfrica” in Coetzee, P. H. and Roux A. P. 
J. (eds)  Th e African Philosophy Reader , New York: Routldge. p. 194. 
16   (Temples 1959), Tempels, P. (1959)  Bantu Philosophy , Paris: Presence Africaine. 
17   Anthony, O. B. (2005) Worldviews-what are they? How are they formed? How Do they Interface, 
Collide and Mix In Africa? Retrieved from http/ www.info.worldbank.org  on 27/5/12. 
18   K.C. Anyanwu and E. Ruch (1981)  African Philosophy: Introduction to the Main Philosophical Trend in 
Africa,  Rome: Offi  cium Libri Catholici. 
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conception of the self. Th e African worldview does not reject or deny “indi-
vidual uniqueness,” but it certainly denies an extreme notion of individual-
ism where the person is a construed as isolated from and independent of 
other persons. 19  Rather, it promotes a communal notion of the self which is 
encapsulated in the assertion, “We are therefore I exist”. Th is emphasis on the 
communal embeddedness of man certainly has implications for social and 
political relations in traditional African societies. Th is outlook, for instance, 
explains why the obligations of the individual to the community are generally 
privileged above the notion of individual rights. Below is Linda James Myers 
concise description of the communal element of the African worldview:

  Africans of traditional culture apprehended a sense of self extended in time to 
include all of the ancestors, the yet unborn, all nature and the entire commu-
nity…thus they identifi ed themselves at the level of permeating essences rather 
than specifi c outward manifestations, i.e., consciousness or spirits rather than 
individualised material form. 20  

   Th e fi nal, and perhaps the most signifi cant, aspect of the African worldview 
is the profoundly spiritual, almost mystical orientation by which it is so 
prominently characterized. While not necessarily anti-materialist, the African 
worldview is one in which the spiritual take precedence over the physical. 
Unlike in the Eurocentric conceptual system, Africans do not make a strict 
distinction between spirit and matter. Instead, they see a continuum that runs 
through and connects all categories of being. Frye puts this observation in 
slightly diff erent but poignant form when he declares that the fi rst construct 
of African philosophical thought is the notion of an all-pervasive energy that 
is the source, sustainer and essence of all things. 21  Th e interesting thing is that 
scholars of the African thought system have employed diff erent terminologies 
to describe this all-pervasive energy. Tempels calls it “force,” Kagame describes 
it as “Ntu,” and Idoniboye, for his part, dubs it “spirit.” 22  Irrespective of the 
terminological diff erences exhibited by scholars in the description of the 
African worldview, there is a consensus that the spiritual is the essence and 
root of all things.  

19   Harris, J. (2003) “A Philosophical Basis for Afrocentric Orientation” in Mazama A. (ed)  Th e Afrocentric 
Paradigm.  Trenton: AWP. pp. 111–120. 
20   Myers L.J. (2003) “Th e Deep Structure of Culture: Th e Relevance of African Traditional Culture in 
Contemporary Life” in Mazama A. (ed)  Th e Afrocentric Paradigm . Trenton: AWP. pp. 121–130. 
21   Frye, C. (1978)  Towards a Philosophy of Black Studies , San Francisco: R&E Associates. 
22   Tempels, P. (1959)  Bantu Philosophy , Paris: Presence Africaine (1959) Kagame describes it as “Ntu” 
(1989) Idoniboye (1973) Kagame, A. (1976)  Comparative Bantu Philosophy , Paris: Presence Africaine, 
Idoniboye(1973) Th e Idea of an African Philosophy: the Concept of Spirit in African Metaphysics in 
 Second Order: An African Journal of Philosophy , 11 (1). 
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    African Worldview and Democratic Values 

 Having outlined and discussed the basic elements of the African worldview, 
we may now proceed to show the connections between the former and demo-
cratic values. Th is requires that we identify the core values of democracy. Th e 
problem, however, is that the list varies from one scholar to another. Cohen, 
for instance, holds that the core values of democracy are trust, equality and 
fraternity. 23  Heater is of the opinion that there are fi ve basic core values that 
characterize any democratic system, namely, equality, sovereignty of the peo-
ple, respect for human life, the rule of law and liberty of the individual. 24  
A more comprehensive list is provided by Sodaro, who puts at the heart of 
democracy the following substantive values: fairness, tolerance, compromise, 
trust and peaceful resolution of international disputes. 25  Sodaro submits that 
the presence of these core values in any society makes for inclusion and equal-
ity. However, for analytical simplicity, we would just add “inclusion” and 
“equality” to the list of democracy’s core values. One interesting observation 
that arises from a close examination of the diff erent postulations on the basic 
elements of democracy is a certain degree of convergence: values like equality, 
liberty and tolerance are common to all three scholars cited above. For the pur-
pose of this paper, however, we hold that the core values of democracy include 
liberty, equality, fraternity, sovereignty of the people, respect for human life, 
the rule of law, fairness, tolerance, compromise, trust and inclusiveness. 

 Now that we have enumerated the values that ought to be central to any 
polity that seeks to describe itself as democratic, we may now return to the 
connections between the African worldview and democracy. We have indi-
cated in our discussion of the African worldview that it is characterized by 
features such as the ontological connectedness (or unity) of all things, a com-
munal conception of the self and an orientation which is profoundly spiritual. 
Issuing naturally from this idea is the principle of solidarity, which makes for 
symbiosis, harmony or balance in the midst of dichotomies and diversities. 
Such an outlook is no doubt consonant with the ideal of universal brother-
hood, the spirit of cooperation and the ethics of fraternity. Th is also calls to 
mind the South African word “Ubuntu.” As a philosophy, Ubuntu articulates 
deep respect and compassion for others. 26  

23   Cohen, C (1997) “Th e Ideals of Democracy in Cohen”, C (ed)  Communism, Fascism and Democracy , 
Boston: McGraw-Hill. 
24   Heater, D. (1990).  Citizenship: the Civic Ideal in World History Politics and Education,  London and 
New York: Longman. p. 134. 
25   Sodaro, M. J. (2002)  Comparative Politics: a Global Introduction . New York: McGraw-Hill. 
26   Ramose, M. B. (1999)  African Philosophy through Ubuntu , Harare: Mond Books. 
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 Related to the notion of the ontological connectedness of all beings is 
the second element of the African worldview: the communal conception 
of the self and a group orientation in social relations. Th e dominance of 
the communal orientation in African societies implies that while they rec-
ognize the value of individuals, they nevertheless privilege group inter-
ests over individual claims. Stated this way, it would appear that the body 
of values that informs social relations is biased against the individual. An 
accurate reading of the communal orientation, however, shows how it 
helps to enhance the welfare of the individual. In fact the communal ori-
entation serves as an “inbuilt mechanism which guarantees a measure of 
equality and its attendant, liberty, both of which are necessary conditions 
for democracy.” 27  In the words of Jibavu:   “In our African society, we used  
 to smell out and destroy acquisitive individuals as a danger to society. By 
this method we guaranteed all men a chance to have food and shelter and 
clothes without prejudice.” 28      In other words, there is a level of commu-
nal control over personal accumulation of wealth to ensure that no class 
of individuals becomes so unduly infl uential as to oppress others. Francis 
Awogu underscores this point:

  In traditional Africa, there was equality in so far as wealth was controlled. Also 
there was freedom for there was hardly any centralised power which controlled 
public opinion. All were free and equal, subject only to local traditions for 
ensuring solidarity in the society. 29  

   Also stemming from the communal orientation is a notion of politics which 
is consensual rather than adversarial. In the bid to maintain their cohesion 
and harmony, many African societies adopted a system of decision-making 
that is based on consensus-building. Th us, in these societies the tyranny of 
the majority and the alienation of the minority is ruled out since “‘confl icting’ 
positions are reconciled in such a way that all parties involved are able to feel 
that adequate account has been taken of their points of view in any proposed 
scheme of future action of coexistence.” 30  If some African societies practice 
consensus-building as the modus operandi of public decision-making, this 
only goes to show the value that is placed on inclusiveness, tolerance, com-
promise and consent of the people. 

27   Iwuchukwu, O. (1998: 90) Democracy and Regional ontologies in Oguejiofor J.O.(ed)  Africa, 
Philosophy and Public Aff airs , Enugu: Brigard Memorial Seminary. pp. 82–93. 
28   Jibavu Cited in Ibid. p. 90. 
29   Awogu (1975)  Political Institutions and Th ought in Africa: An Introduction.  New York: Vantage. 
30   Wiredu: (1996) Wiredu, K. (1996)  Cultural Universals and particulars: An African Perspective,  
Bloomington: IndianaUnipress. 
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 Th e fi nal element of the African worldview we have highlighted above is 
a profoundly spiritual conception of reality. Th is conception certainly has 
implications for the political philosophy underlying governance in many 
African societies. Governance is seen as a sacred service, and the monarch or 
the paramount chief is vested with power for the overall benefi t of the com-
munity. Th e recognition of the spiritual bond between ruler and the ruled, the 
living and the dead not only constrains the monarch from arbitrary rule but 
also serves as an unwritten social contract that the king is an embodiment of 
the people’s aspiration for the good life. 

 From the foregoing, it should be very clear that the African worldview is 
not antithetical to democracy. If anything, there have always been pockets of 
democratic practice scattered across the continent. Of course, authoritarian 
sovereigns existed alongside democratic ones on the continent. But to the 
extent that we can point at some democratic societies, such as the Yoruba, 
the Igbos and the Akans, we can confi dently conclude that democracy is not 
alien to Africa. It is apparently in recognition of the democratic practices in 
traditional Africa that Kofi  Awoonor makes the following assertion:

  Our (Africa’s) original social and political institutions were constructed on a fi rm, 
democratic bed-rock. Th ey were eloquent expressions of humanism, fellow- 
feeling and caring. Our notion of human rights was nurtured in traditions of 
community welfare, on the principles that included everyone… Human rights, 
our ancestors have long concluded, must begin with the guarantee for all a life of 
decent and adequate existence in the protective bosom of the community. 31  

   One interesting point about Awoonor’s characterization of “African 
 democracy” is that this brand of democracy diff ers fundamentally form liberal 
democracy. Yet today virtually all African countries are struggling to enthrone 
a regime of liberal democracy under pressure from international forces that 
are convinced that the triumph of liberal democracy is the end of history. 32 ** 

 To further buttress the point that democracy is not alien to Africa, we will 
in the following sections demonstrate how political practices in traditional 
African societies incorporate the ideas and the ideals of democracy. Th ese 
practices include competitive succession, rule based on the consent of the 
people, checks on the power of the rulers, consensus-building and the promo-
tion of fairness. We will briefl y examine each of these practices.  

31   In his book  Th e End of History and the Last Man , Francis Fukuyama famously argues that history’s teleo-
logical trajectory is aimed at bringing all societies to the point where they become liberal democracies. 
32   Awoonor, K. N. (2001) “A Socio-cultural Proposal for African Development” in the  Journal of Black 
and African Arts and Civilisation ,1:1. pp. 9–26. 
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    Competitive Succession 

 In the popular imagination, the succession of kings and monarchs in tradi-
tional Africa is based purely on a hereditary system, and as such it is often taken 
for granted that the institution is undemocratic. Evidence from some societies 
in traditional Africa, such as the Asante, the Yoruba and Swazi, suggests that 
there is an element of competitiveness in the selection of would-be rulers. 
It has been noted that among the Asante, Ewe and Ga of Ghana, while it is 
required that the prospective monarch hail from a particular royal  lineage, the 
kingmakers do have a choice of candidates from which to pick. 33  In essence, 
the kingmakers reserve the right to reject a candidate on the grounds of moral 
failure or perceived incompetence and demand another nominee who is 
adjudged to be capable of delivering eff ective leadership. George Ayittey but-
tresses the claim that “selection” of traditional monarchs could involve some 
form of election.

  Th e appointment of the Gamantse king involves two steps. Th e fi rst was the 
selection of a nominee by the members of the stool house (known as dzaze) and 
the second step was the election proper of the nominee by the representatives of 
the so called Manbii. 34  

       Popular Consent and Participation 

 Rule based on popular consent is a central tenet of democracy. Th is is not a 
foreign concept to a number of traditional African societies. In these commu-
nities, ordinary citizens have their say in deciding matters of public policy. In 
the Igbo society in West Africa, for instance, major decisions are taken at both 
the village and town levels, while minor decisions binding the members of the 
deciding body are taken at the family or ward level. Lambert Ejiofor describes 
the public policy process in Igbo society thus:

  When a motion is tabled there is exhaustive debate. Everyone in the assembly is 
free to speak on it…. Questions are asked and answered. Should all who want 
to speak not have the opportunity the same day, the debate is adjourned for as 

33   Th e Ghana Center for Democratic Development (CDD-Ghana) (2001) Governance, Democracy And 
Development In Africa: A Cultural Approach, a paper presented at the International Conference on the 
Cultural Approach to Development in Africa organized by African Institute for Economic Development 
and Planning, Dakar, Senegal, 10–14 December 2001) p. 17. 
34   Ayittey, B. G. (1992)  Africa Betrayed , New York: St. Martins press. p. 54. 
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it is necessary to hear all speakers. It is against the people’s tradition to ignore a 
would-be speaker. Th e aim is general consensus. 35  

       Constraints on the Abuse of Power 

 African monarchs are often depicted as wielding absolute power, an assump-
tion that has led many observers to view these kings as autocratic. In reality, 
however, built into the administrative system of many African societies were 
a number of mechanisms to prevent arbitrary rule. First, while the monarch 
was the paramount chief, he rarely exercised power unilaterally, because he 
ruled in conjunction with a council of chiefs who constituted a check to 
the exercise of his powers. Before taking important decisions on matters of 
public policy, he was expected to consult his council of chiefs. In the Oyo 
Empire, for example, a king who fell into disrepute with his council of chiefs 
on account of the abuse of power may have been asked to open “the sacred 
calabash,” which signifi ed that the gods, as well as the people of the land, 
had rejected the king. Such a rejected king embarked on voluntary or forced 
exile. Apart from the council of chiefs, secret societies (such as the Ogbonis in 
Yoruba towns) exerted a strong infl uence on the paramount chief and helped 
to prevent monarchical absolutism. 36   

    Consensus-building 

 It is often remarked that consensus-building is the hallmark of traditional polit-
ical decision-making in many African communities. 37  Rather than arriving at 
public decisions by majority vote, these societies engage in deliberation and 
dialogue with the primary objective of arriving at a consensus about the issue 
under deliberation. Center for Democratic Development (CDD) explains the 
rationale behind the inclination of consensus-building in traditional Africa:

  It was reasoned that fi nal compromise would be considered a product of all the par-
ties, with no losers, and that everyone would be reconciled to whatever decision was 
taken. Th rough the pursuit of consensus, the opinion of every individual is valued 

35   Ejiofor, L. (1981)  Dynamics of Igbo Democracy , Ibadan; University Press. p. 140. 
36   Falola, T. and Heaton, M. (2008)  Th e History of Nigeria , Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
37   See Wmamala, E. (2004) Government by Consensus: An Analysis of a Traditional Form of Democracy 
in Wiredu, K (ed)  A Companion to African Philosophy , Oxford: Blackwell, Wiredu, K. (1996)  Cultural 
Universals and particulars: An African Perspective , Bloomington: IndianaUnipress. 
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and seen as contributing to the fi nal outcome. Reaching a consensus on issues is 
considered an important way of fostering and maintaining harmony. 38  

   In essence, the practice of consensus-building contributes to the legitimacy 
of decisions taken and provides the foundation of popular support necessary 
for their successful implementation. Central to traditional African democracy, 
therefore, is an emphasis on eff ective participation as against mere expression 
of preference by voting. It is from this perspective that it could be submitted 
without any fear of contradiction that the practice of democracy in traditional 
Africa anticipates the contemporary emphasis on deliberative democracy or 
discourse politics. 39  

 In the few paragraphs above, we have sought to justify the claim that 
democracy is not alien to traditional Africa. If our analyses are correct, the 
question that immediately begs for an answer is this: if democracy is not 
alien to Africa, why is democracy in crisis everywhere on the continent? Our 
answer to this question will be brief and sketchy, for a detailed analysis may 
require a much longer article or a book. Th e fi rst point to make is that it is 
the western model of democracy, that is, liberal democracy, that is in crisis 
in Africa. Th is is so partly because of historical and socio-cultural factors. 
According to Ake, in spite of its pretension to universalism, liberal democ-
racy is historically specifi c. While it is suitable as a form of democracy for 
bourgeoisie capitalist societies, liberal democracy hardly fi ts the socio-cultural 
realities of post-colonial Africa. According to Ake, the incongruity of embrac-
ing liberal democracy in post-colonial Africa is obvious:

  If (liberal democracy) is a child of industrial civilization, a product of socially atom-
ized society where production and exchange are already commoditized, a society 
which is essentially a market. It is a product of a society in which interest is so 
particularized that the very notion of common interest becomes problematic….
Contemporary Africa is still predominantly pre-capitalist and pre-industrial. 40  

   Adoption of liberal democracy on the continent without regard for Africa’s 
socio-cultural specifi city has given rise to a basic contradiction between two 
opposed concepts of political agency. Th is contradiction is produced by the 
“obvious fact that liberal democracy expects us to act as political individuals 

38   Op cit, (32 above) p. 22. 
39   See Held, D (2006)  Models of Democracy . Cambridge: Polity, chap. 9. 
40   Ake, C. (1993) “Th e Unique Case of African Democracy” in  International Aff airs , 69(2) pp. 239–244 
p. 242. 
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while the reality of the African environment requires us to largely negotiate 
the political space as members of social groups.” 41  

 Beyond the question of political agency, it has also been noted that 
liberal democracy is in confl ict with the nature of politics in traditional 
Africa. Teff o, in particular, has argued that an essential feature of competi-
tive multiparty elections is the institutionalization of confl ict in the form 
of governing an opposition party. From this perspective, since competitive 
multiparty elections produce adversarial politics, they cut against the grain 
of consensus politics, which is the hallmark of traditional African political 
systems. Teff o puts it bluntly:   African social organization is undergirded 
by the principle of solidarity—it is characterized by humane people-cen-
teredness. Th erefore the adversarial politics that is the hallmark of Western-
style multiparty systems of democracy is rather foreign to African political 
culture. 42      An account of the crisis of democracy in Africa certainly would 
be incomplete without a mention of the impact of colonial domination 
in Africa. First, the colonial powers sowed the seed of political instabil-
ity, which still plagues post- colonial Africa, by the arbitrary imposition 
of state borders on the African territories. Rather than follow the logic of 
the cultural and natural  distribution of groups on the continent, the colo-
nial powers were motivated by short-term strategic and economic interests. 
Th us, they split up some cultural and historical groups while throwing 
together others with little in common save a history of enmity and rivalry. 
Th is imposition of artifi cial boundaries ultimately led to the destruction 
of the cohesion and solidarity which characterized African traditional 
communities. 43  

 Aside from arbitrarily lumping heterogeneous ethnic groupings together 
under unitary administrative centers, another major feature of colonial rule 
was the role it played in shaping the character of the post-colonial state. Th e 
colonial state was an all-powerful, rapacious and oppressive entity bent on 
exploiting the society over which it presided. Th us, unfortunately, the colonial 
experience reinforced the authoritarian tendencies that existed on the African 
continent. Gordon and Gordon succinctly summarize the impact of colonial 
rule on Africa:

41   Uroh, C. (2004) “Th e Indigenous Igbo Political Philosophy and the Quest for Political Legitimacy” in 
Vaughan, F.  Indigenous Political Structures and Governance in Nigeria,  Ibadan: Bookcraft p. 270. 
42   Teff o, J. (2004) “Democracy, Kingship, and Consensus: A South African Perspective” in Wiredu, K (ed) 
 A Companion to African Philosophy,  Oxford: Blackwell. 
43   Welsh, D. (1996) “Ethnicity in Sub-Saharan Africa”, in  International Aff airs,  71(3). 
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  Within this context, the democratic model, developed by the French and British 
for their colonies was an alien structure hastily superimposed over deeply 
ingrained political legacies of imperial rule. Th e real political inheritances of the 
African states at independence were authoritarian structures of the colonial 
state…. Unconcerned with the needs and wishes of the indigenous population, 
the colonial powers created governing apparatuses primarily intended to control 
the territorial population, to implement exploitation of natural resources, to 
maintain themselves and the European population. 44  

       Towards a True African Democracy 

 In view of the authoritarian character of the post-colonial state, which, as we 
have shown above, is a vestige of from the colonial era, it is easy to see why 
democracy is in crisis in Africa. To compound the problem, African states have 
adopted liberal democracy, a form of democracy which does not sit comfort-
ably with the socio-cultural realities of the African continent. Th e question 
that becomes crucial at this point is what ideas might constitute the founda-
tion of an authentic African democracy. We close with a few suggestions. 

 According to the analysis above, a true African democracy must incorporate 
the principle of consensus or dialogue into its framework for collective deci-
sion-making. Stemming from a sense of solidarity and the need to  preserve 
communal harmony, traditional African societies arrive at public decisions 
through the process of extensive dialogue and consultation rather than via the 
majoritarian decision system which requires voting. Th e majoritarian princi-
ple has proven to be unsuitable for the ethnically variegated nature of African 
states. While consensus-building tends to reconcile opposing views to the 
negotiated decision, majoritarian multiparty elections engender adversarial 
politics which sometimes degenerate into physical violence 

 Related to the idea of consensus-building is the notion of mass participation 
as against the narrow, elite competition which is one of the basic characteris-
tics of liberal democracy, the version of democracy foisted on African societies 
by transnational forces. Th is much is clear from the dominant understand-
ing of democracy, which is captured succinctly by Schumpeter’s defi nition of 
democracy as an “institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions 
in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive 
struggle for the people’s vote.” 45  Reducing democracy to competitive elitism is 

44   Gordon, A and Gordon, D. (eds) (2001)  Understanding Contemporary Africa , Boulder: Lynne Rienner. 
Boulder, p. 99. 
45   Schumpeter, J. (2003)  Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy , New York: Routledge. p. 269. 

22 African Worldview and the Question of Democratic Substance 347



to privilege elite representation above mass participation. Needless to say, the 
rapacious and opportunistic nature of Africa’s political elite is evidence that 
a strong participatory democracy is required in order to tame the excesses of 
the political class. 

 Finally, a true African democracy must be informed by the principles of 
social justice and economic empowerment. Claude Ake has correctly observed 
that a major factor galvanizing the democracy movement in Africa is the 
demand for economic empowerment. In his own words:

  Th roughout Africa ordinary people are demanding a second independence, this 
time from an indigenous leadership whose economic mismanagement…has. 
made survival all but impossible…Th at is why demonstrations for democratiza-
tion persist in spite of repression and why radical lawyers and previously isolated 
civil rights activists have found a growing and reliable base. Th e democracy 
movement in Africa …expresses the desire of ordinary people to gain power and 
material improvement. 46  

   In short, the masses in Africa are demanding democracy as a means towards 
achieving economic empowerment. It is in this connection that we fully agree 
with Awoonor that, in the fi nal analysis, African democracy must have “a 
non-reducible economic component, outlining not only human development 
strategies, but more crucially a fair and equitable distribution of resources.” 47   

    Conclusion 

 One major objective of this paper was to demonstrate that, contrary to the 
claims of the skeptics, the African worldview is not necessarily inimical or 
antithetical to democracy and democratic practice. To make our case, the 
paper identifi ed some key elements of the African worldview, such as the 
principle of engagement and the communal conception of the self, in order 
to show how these could be supportive of core values of democracy, which 
include liberty, equality, fraternity, sovereignty of the people, fairness, toler-
ance, compromise, trust and inclusiveness. An attempt was also made to show 
how a specifi c democratic ethos embodying consensus-building, constraint of 
monarchical powers and popular consent informs political relations in some 
traditional African societies. 

46   Ake, C. (1993) “Th e Unique Case of African Democracy” in  International Aff airs , 69(2), pp. 239–244. 
47   Awoonor, K. N. (2001) “A Socio-cultural Proposal for African Development,” in  Journal of Black and 
African Arts and Civilisation  1:1, pp. 9–26. 
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 Having made it clear that the crisis of democracy in modern Africa is pre-
cipitated by the imposition of western-style, liberal democracy on African 
countries, the paper refl ected on the basic elements that must inform a true 
African democracy. It was argued that an African democracy must emphasize 
consensus- building and consultation as the major strategies for public deci-
sion-making, in addition to ensuring mass participation and incorporating a 
strong fl avor of social welfare in order to refl ect the aspirations of the mass of 
the African peoples which constitutes its social base. 

 To bring this essay to a close, the point needs to be made that the list 
of elements highlighted in this paper as necessary for designing an authen-
tic African democracy is not exhaustive; there are many other principles and 
practices which we must embrace in order to create a democracy which is 
not only consonant with the socio-cultural realities of African societies but 
that is also capable of responding to the excesses of the rapacious nature of 
the African political elite and the authoritarian character of the African state. 
Clearly, unless our brand of democracy can constrain the political elite and 
contain the state, true democracy in Africa will remain a permanent mirage.     
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         Introduction 

 Some philosophers are fond of skirting around issues and concepts that anthro-
pologists are at home with, but are they able to go along with anthropologists 
in exploring the relationship between culture and event, the situation, and 
social relationship that knowledge of development warrants? Linking with 
anthropology may not be their major concern, and it may not necessarily have 
to be, in the paradigm which structures their philosophical discourses. So our 
argument in this paper is not that they should, but that it might be profi table, 
in exploring the evolution of humanism, for philosophical explorations into 
African culture to take another look at the concept of culture and its particu-
lar value to and for African development. 

 In a sense, the sum total of the shared interest between philosophy and 
anthropology might be said to be culture—its genesis, evolution and current 
manifestations. But in a more restricted sense, the two disciplines are both 
concerned with voice, written or unwritten, spoken or not, what it presents 
and represents. Culture is a voice that has deep roots in the past, however 
this is defi ned, but it equally springs from a lively present. It is, as a voice, a 
sense of the things it articulates, the imputations this presents for a human 



construction of social order as well as human progress and development, and 
the claims that this appropriates to itself to tell us, Nigerians, what really 
happened or may be happening. Th is is why philosophy and anthropology 
must claim voice as the primary source of information on what happened or 
is happening in Nigeria and how far it, as a voice, their voice, is true-to-life: 
that is, philosophy and anthropology must present to us how, within a named 
context, the events, situations and relationships that we see make sense and 
have meaning. 

 As soon as we come to the realization that philosophy and anthropology 
are voices, or are representation and understanding, of things embodied in 
culture, we see them as the narrative voice deploying culture into a critical 
understanding of self, other, and their combination; and we come face to face 
with critical interventions with issues that both disciplines engage with. Th is 
is because they are interested in culture, in concepts like thought, rationality, 
value, morality, belief systems, and such others that are linked with and reveal 
the processing and articulation of voice in the nature of truth and life, in the 
unreal and the real world. Th e structure of this narrative voice either inheres 
in the observed or is located in the observer. But as a narrative account of an 
objective or subjective world, it would seem unlikely to be totally outside 
those of the observed and the observer. 

 Th e challenge of this essay is not to examine the voice in culture, but to 
examine how Nigerian philosophers represent it. Th ey have been interested 
in scepticism, morality, value, witchcraft in African culture, and in presenting 
the discernible voices in the observer rather than the observed. But their defi -
ciency in terms of understanding reality from the perspective of the observed 
notwithstanding, it is their participation in directing and shaping the ongo-
ing development of modern democratic culture, particularly through involve-
ment in public discourses in public spaces, that has necessitated our writing 
this paper. Th e question is, why is such a critical voice on culture absent or not 
clearly recognizable at this point in Nigeria’s national development? 

 Th e reader should note that the interest here is not that of the statistical 
estimation of voices and how powerful they are, but on the critical deploy-
ment of voices as a paradigm of thinking that could enrich public discourse by 
opening up new frontiers of understanding and praxis. Moreover, the thrust 
of this essay is not that Nigerian philosophers do not discuss culture, but that 
they handle and present culture without a discernible voice. For instance, the 
erudite scholar, Olusegun Oladipo ( 2006 ) is a philosopher very much inter-
ested in examining the African culture. In one of his essays he has this to say:
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  Africa today faces an enormous development challenge. In the fi rst place, she 
has not been able to reconstruct her societies in a manner that can empower her 
people to realize their human potentials in any signifi cant manner. Secondly, she 
has failed to achieve the kind of cultural rebirth that can ensure that her encoun-
ter with other cultures is one of mutual enrichment rather than one of unequal 
exchange, which is currently the situation. (Oladipo  2006 : 123) 

   A serious indictment of culture, indeed. But we ask, whose stories or voices are 
saying that there is “enormous development challenge” in Africa, and that “she has 
not been able to reconstruct her societies”? Who is coming to a conclusion that 
she has “failed to achieve the kind of cultural rebirth that can…[create] mutual 
enrichment” and thinks there is “unequal exchange”? Th ese are conclusions that 
we, as scholars and ordinary Nigerians, usually reach but which necessitate a 
follow-up question: “Are these coming from the conclusions of the observed or 
the observer?” In comparison of the status of development and empirical method 
is demanded to allow for evidence of validity and internal consistency. 

 Quite aside from the issue of method is the notion of culture as a concept. 
Th e second observation made in the excerpt quoted above has to do with 
culture and its development; culture presumably should take the form of a 
rebirth and become a tool of social exchange. Our concern, though, is not 
the lack of full exploration of what these propositions mean but the indirect 
indictment of culture as incapable of doing the “reconstruction” of the societ-
ies and, hence, as incapable of engineering the realization of human potential. 
Ironically, this is what a culture should do, and in many societies this is what 
it have been doing since time immemorial (Henry  1963 ). 

 But we are still on voice, though; and a voice that, indeed, should be a 
narrative voice able to translate life to art or action, to the extent to which it 
assumes a position of being an authentic voice, able to display the capability 
to represent a people, situation or event. I can, of course, argue that what 
Prof. Oladipo writes is an elite narrative, primarily because the terms “enor-
mous”, “failed”, “mutual enrichment” are more in the dicta of elite discourses, 
particularly of the Nigerian elite, about the national experiences, and not in 
those of the masses. Th ey are qualifi ers adopted in elite descriptions which 
are based on non-tested assumptions of a shared standard and methodology 
of social assessment with the public on the notion of the truth. Th ey are, as 
well, a set of assumed ideal expectations and notions of situations/perfor-
mance. However, if the issue of elite concern is about culture/society, does 
culture present itself to perception in the form of a self-constructed position? 
I am, simply, delving into a philosopher’s paradigm of seeking always a better 
understanding of voices—the concepts and the interpretations. 
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 Put diff erently, there is a need to ask, for instance, does culture critique 
itself without looking into itself to discover the potentials to resolve the raised 
problematic within it? Th e following are my own basic assumptions about a 
culture’s capability to do or not do that:

    (a)    It is capable of self-refl exiveness and self-refl ectiveness; that is, it can 
examine itself, through itself, and as well examine the self through the 
understanding of the other.   

   (b)    It is sensitive to its inner strength, its own tradition, and to the structures 
designed by it to continually articulate and protect the tradition. It is, 
thus, capable of identifying the resources for its own self-correction—that 
is, the resources to be used when the people seem to have lost their control 
over the fundamentals of life and living.   

   (c)    Its narratives are about a collective representation, because in most cases, 
the “I” or status representation is dissolved into a shared claim of “we” in 
an anonymous form that off ers paradigms for the ways that reality off ers 
itself to perception and solution. In other words, what culture does is to 
eliminate that which can off er a distinction to the voice as a collective rep-
resentation. Th at is why the people will say “it is, or this is, our culture”.     

 Basically, culture is the synthesis of the heterogeneous, in which.

  Th e disparate elements of the human world—agents, goals, means, interactions, 
circumstances, unexpected results, etc—are brought together and harmonized. 
(Carr  1997 : 10; Riccouer  1983 : 102) 

   Th e point being made is this: to what extent do we, as writers, scholars, speak 
for culture as a body of the representation of being and knowledge; and in 
any case, to what extent do we implicate the strength of culture in trying to 
solve national or even existential problems? Culture, in our view may, in some 
regards, be problematic (at least in regards to a sense and direction of develop-
ment), but it is equally problem solving.  

    Discourse(s) on the Nigerian Public Space 

 Undoubtedly, Oladipo ( 2006 ) is concerned about seeking solutions to prob-
lems of Nigeria’s development. Most Nigerian scholars are similarly concerned, 
in response to a high rate of unemployment, poor housing facilities, fragile 
social relations, endemic levels of corruption, poor governance,  unstoppable 
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brain fl ight, inadequate technological and educational infrastructures, poor 
leadership, weak institutional structures, greed complicated by ego, and moral 
depravity engineering an unstable value system. But these issues are not pecu-
liar to Nigeria, in the sense that the degree of prevalence and attempts to 
resolve the issues are found in other parts of the world. 

 Ironically, the dominant discourse on Nigeria’s public space today is that of 
democracy, and virtually all existing platforms the dominance of the discourses  
seem to agree with the assumption that democracy, whatever problems it creates 
or seems to be creating by its rooting in a multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, develop-
ing community, has a self-correcting capability, and particularly so in its recourse 
to legalism. Inadvertently, this gives space to legal experts to have a dominant 
appearance and voice in public discussions. Th ey off er praise and condemnation 
of peoples’ motives and intents, scrutinize human potential and limit choices. 
All this is done in the letter and spirit of the Nigerian constitution, noted as the 
“ground norm”. Th e lawyers are joined by politicians on the same platform, in 
media spaces, and by civil groups canvassing specifi c positions as protagonists or 
antagonists. Quite often though, they and the state offi  cials that join them on the 
platforms are in the public space either to inscribe, re- inscribe or re-describe real-
ity; in other words, to describe reality as if it were what presumably is describable 
and appropriate, when presumably, in fact, it is not. Th e voices of the philoso-
phers, sociologists, anthropologists are inaudible because no contributions are 
forthcoming or they are too sparingly few to be noted. 

 Yet, the confusion the public discourses appear to generate about the way 
forward is not removed or resolved. Th us, there is an urgent need to critically 
examine the use of concepts, the signifi cance these concepts assume from 
their retentions and potentions, the fl ashbacks and fl ashforwards in analysis 
and allusion in narrative or discursive over both character and audience, local 
ideals and universal practices.  What happens is that a critical, and the real dif-
ference between local ideals and practice. What has happened is that a critical 
component of the public “defections” from one party to another, “impeach-
ment” without the necessary quorum, ideas of representation and represen-
tativeness, “internal” democracy, “consensus” and “imposition”, and so forth, 
were and still are co-opted into the public discourses as ways to re-inscribe or 
re- describe the reality. In other words, these are the confi gurations extending 
into the future which give to each situation, each development, their sound-
ing notes, their sense. Th e present and past experiences and personalities in 
the development narrative are in these discourses a function of what Nigeria 
not only is but will be. But we disagree. 

 We disagree because we can hardly reasonably expect that the voices that 
Matthew Kukah, the intellectual Bishop of the Catholic Diocese of Sokoto, 
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has described as euphoria, hysteria and dementia can be meaningful. A voice 
should not only be a standpoint in the relationship between story and event; 
to be intellectual, it should be outside and above the events which it cap-
tures at a glance; it should express itself in “the disparity between the order 
of events and the order of their telling” (Carr  1997 : 14). Th is is the sense in 
which a voice is logical. But where a voice is illogical, there arises a culture of 
discourse, as in Nigeria, of sterility of power, lacking the virility to give the 
prospective–retrospective grasp, and a paradigm that lends to its phrases the 
sense of presenting a commonly experienced event or of realizing a common 
goal (Carr  1997 : 19). Th at is why there are so many abstractions of self- 
distanciation from Nigerian discourses, which are characterized as sectional, 
ethnic, political and governmental, and which is an implicit reference to a 
distorted, questionable, unreliable and invalid voice. However, there is also 
the possibility whereby,

  the well-known caricature of the Hegel’s philosophy of history has the world 
spirit single-mindedly pursuing its own career by cunningly exploiting individ-
uals for purposes unknown to them and usually opposed to the ones they them-
selves pursue. (Carr  1997 : 21) 

   Politicians and legal experts do this well in Nigeria. Th ey stir up controversies 
and benefi t from them. But so do the other elite voices, enjoying the contradic-
tions that they live in, albeit ignorantly or unknowingly, through being conned 
into supporting other voices, particularly those of the ruling elite or leadership, 
or of approving projects that they know deep down exploit the lower classes for 
selfi sh, ethnic or religious reasons. Th ere is, indeed, more to this elite deception 
because in the great industrial development of the present era of civilization, 
information seems to be available on so many things. Th e amount of material 
keeps increasing daily, and it is diffi  cult for many Nigerians to keep abreast of 
the information and form an opinion about a subject. Th e lack of interest in 
public aff airs, which this situation might inevitably have developed have devel-
oped in some scholars, who enjoy democratic rights, “may in” part result from 
the fact that when confronted with these matters they feel helpless, having nei-
ther the time, the energy, nor the education to put together the data necessary 
to form a personal opinion (Pollock  1978 : 229). Th e gap these scholars have 
inadvertently left in the public mind by this weakness is now fi lled by other 
publics and by oral communication instigating hysteria and euphoria. 

 More succinctly put, the subtle or overt attempts by those who dominate 
the public discourse to either deliberately or indeliberate shape public opin-
ion through the establishment of a dominant voice (or the pretense of having 
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one) might as well be a death trap for the development of the society: that 
is, it results in people’s incapability to identify crucially important alterna-
tives. Without the expansion of rationalization to a wide range of discur-
sive propositions, it is diffi  cult to genuinely realize the terms of analysis and 
leverage ideology-critiques as a possible channel of confrontation between 
claim and reality. We insist, therefore, as Hegel did, on the phenomenology 
of the  plurality, on the subjectivity/objectivity and agency of the social units, 
as democratic voices; although the challenge is up to the disciplinary classes  
refers to philosophy and anthropology themselves to speak out.  

    Culture, Philosophy and Public Discourse 

 It is through the subject of culture that philosophers and anthropologists 
can jointly make their contributions to public discourses, each enriching 
the perspective of the other. However, unlike philosophers, anthropologists 
are storytellers of culture and of its interlink with the human experiences 
of peoples, nations and global society. As storytellers, their usefulness may 
consist in identifying and explaining moral concepts and practices, examin-
ing values, refl ecting on identity and behaviors, and giving advice on cultural 
process and development. Th ese issues are not strange to philosophy, African 
philosophy particularly, and work has been done in this regard by Hallen 
and Sodipo ( 1986 ), Wiredu ( 1980 ), Gbadegesin ( 1998 ), Makinde ( 1983 ), 
Oladipo ( 1996 ,  1998 ) and Bamikole ( 2007 ), among others whose contribu-
tions are invaluable. Th e important thing about these works is their sensitiv-
ity to the issue of development and the role culture can and does play in the 
aff airs of a society. Th ese authors indeed have diff erent views on culture which 
might have arisen from the profusion of defi nitions that anthropologists have 
off ered on the concept. But the issue is at root an epistemological one—the 
desire for a fi eld of knowledge about which we can speak in terms of precise-
ness and coherence or their absence; and so of the limit of ostensive reference 
and meaning. 

 Many scholars in Nigeria are likely to adopt the Tylorian perspec-
tive of culture, which sees culture as a way of life which, at best, off ers an 
 object– representation notion (i.e. a culture of lunatics, markets, gangs, etc.), 
into a scenic interplay of meaning and interpretation. Th e word ‘scene’ is used 
to mean ‘social action’, and hence culture itself turns into a form of instru-
mentalism through which other forms, physical and social, respond. With 
the Tylorian perspective, philosophers have examined the concepts of witch-
craft, personhood and skepticism more as modes of  symbolization; that is, as 
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methods of coming to understand  important dimensions of the African life 
and views within the bounds set by each epistemological orientation. Th eir 
epistemological considerations have been a throw-back into “historical” arte-
facts generated by specifi c pressures and modes of responding to specifi c social 
needs. For instance, the issues of personhood and Iwa (character) are their 
responses to Africans’ lacking a philosophy. Th e “objective–historical” condi-
tions of these concepts and the “subjective–natural” conditions (Connerton 
 1978 : 25) of their explanations, of course, rest within an isolated unit of 
knowledge processing and articulation and the recourses to discursive propo-
sitions potentially capable of being off ered as leverage for ideology-critique of 
tradition or modernity. 

 Within the philosophy orientations to examining culture, I would prefer 
to place the contributions off ered by Oladipo ( 2006 ) and Bamikole ( 2007 ) 
within the above named scenic approach rather than within the instrumen-
talist approach that their works, in my view, were set. For instance, Oladipo 
( 2006 ) identifi es a technological gap in African development that he feels cul-
ture could redress; however, this is how the search for cultural relevance and 
capability ends:

  In post-colonial times, what we witness is a yawning technological gap, which 
has made it impossible for Africa to record any appreciable advancement in the 
competitive sector of culture. (Oladipo  2006 : 124) 

   By this observation, Oladipo seems to have somersaulted into the realm of 
culture as object (sectoral) representation. Th e word “society” might have 
been a better word for “culture”; although it is equally true to say that each 
sector of the society can and does generate its own culture, including the 
technology industry. But what is more important to our discussion is that the 
technology gap is used in the position of the dependent variable, as that which 
infl uences and creates varied problems in various socio-cultural sectors. Th e 
sense is that culture does not challenge the technology industry to fi ll its gap, 
and the question is, why not? 

 Perhaps what Oladipo has in mind is the African culture’s incapability of 
growing technological development within the continent; but the question 
would still be, why can’t it do so? Th e more so that it is western culture that 
drive the technological feats. Indeed, most of its industrial production, for 
instance, fi ts into the individualism philosophy, as well as into the value of 
cherishing something new and diff erent (Henry  1963 ). Do Africans really 
need this western technology for their communalism? Is it needed to cham-
pion the values of human integrity and moderacy? How well would such a 
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technology work here, given Africans’ lesser tendency for the spectacular and 
exhibitionism? And is it that African culture cannot create the technology that 
suits the yearnings of her people, or that the people, in the way they reject 
Aba-made products (in eastern Nigeria), have not recently been interested in 
what their culture produces. 

 In any case, Bamikole ( 2007 ) walks the same path with Oladipo ( 2006 ) 
when examining the relationship between culture and development and also 
ends up indicting culture:

  Th ere is in the word “culture”, as it has usually been used, a sense of historicity 
and permanence, so that people say, well the economy can change, the state 
structure can change, but the cultural underpinnings of the society remain the 
same. (Bamikole  2007 : 25) 

   Which culture is discussed here? Th e traditional African culture or the mod-
ern African culture? Th ey are not one and the same thing. Th e traditional 
African culture has changed in signifi cant ways into the modern African cul-
ture, which is laced heavily with western infl uences, although there are still 
vestiges of the traditional culture which have a signifi cant impact on identity 
defi nition, modes of rationalization, and criteria for determining relevance 
and importance. No culture remains the same, stagnant and unchanging; 
there is a sense of liveness in it, which is a volatile drive of the revolutionary 
desire to sweep away the deadening repetition of the old habits and the rep-
ertoires of the established worldviews identifi ed with the repressiveness of the 
dominant political culture. Th at is why culture produces heroes and heroines 
in all societies, and at all times. 

 It might be true, to some extent, to say that Africans might not wish to 
discard the desire to remain authentic and unique by using their culture as 
a platform to drive a defi nitive force. But those things which are constituted 
into sense by them are known to them today only through the a priori forms 
or categories which are embedded in the discourse of western civilization and 
not that of African civilization. Where, therefore, scholars and scientists fail 
to grasp these changing forms properly, they risk the possibility of explaining 
wrongly the social crises of underdevelopment, just as the lawyers and politi-
cians do. Th at is, the range of inevitable subjective conditions that failure/
crisis engenders make any theory of the African lack of capacity possible and 
place limits upon any theory from them because they are still African people 
and are, supposedly, non-elite. 

 What is ironic in Bamikole’s ( 2007 ) contribution to the public examina-
tion of the relationship between culture, technology and development is that 
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elsewhere in the work he identifi es with Egberongbe’s ( 1978 ) revelation of the 
imaginative power of the African mind and its search for the technology that 
could adequately meet the challenges of Africans’ past life. He writes:

  Egberongbe made a list of possible technological feats which might be achieved 
through the wisdom from ifa (Yoruba god of divination). Th ese include: (1) 
Television that does not require elaborate wiring and electrical system; 
(2) Kanonko, egbe, afeeri—these are ways of moving at the jet speed; (3) pro-
cessing of information that is faster than the computer. (Bamikole  2007 : 32; 
Egberongbe  1978 : 121) 

   Obviously, Africans can imagine totally new experiences and possibilities, 
which could make them think outside the box of orthodoxy through estab-
lishment of new concepts or categories of relations. However, that which, as 
of now, remains is going back into what is given by this consciousness to a cre-
ative potential, and knowing this, that which remains, working directly and 
unconscious of itself can produce the form of the better world they envisage. 
Th is process was painfully stopped by the colonial thought system and culture, 
and the elite connivance with the sense of superiority of a western specula-
tive, imaginary vision over that of the African vision. Th e positive under-
standing of African self-contained creative power, of its cultural dimension, 
which allows possibilities to appear as speculative and objective actions, is the 
implicit prerequisite that Africans require concerning the needs with which 
the present is fi lled. Th e implicit prerequisite of African creative power, of her 
science, of course, is that the signifi cance of something can fi rst be known 
objectively only when it belongs to a realm of conceptualization within a 
self-reality context. Simply put, if we know what our culture, traditional or 
modern, off ers, then we can create new technologies, not to talk of fi lling the 
existing technological gap. We can change global development. 

 Let me make this clear: if Nigerians do not see anything good in their cul-
ture, they cannot see anything good in themselves. But if, per chance, they 
see something good in themselves, they must be able to solve their problems, 
socio-economic or technological, through their culture.  

    Why Do Nigerians Complain? 

 A plethora of explanations are off ered by Nigerians themselves for what 
Nigerians have to complain about. First, the economic theorists point to 
growing class diff erences; mismanagement of the economy; and the exploi-
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tation, appropriation and expropriation of resources, which has created an 
expanding class of the poor living in wretched situations. Th e elite complain 
on behalf of the poor, but this is part of the struggle among them for power 
and egoistic achievements. Hardly do they examine the  culture of the poor, 
complaints, determinants of being poor. Th at the culture of the poor has 
become inbreeding under their watch. 

 Th e structural functionalists examine and complain about leadership style 
and the structural balance and roles of the entities, which easily fi t into the 
assumptions of ethnicity, religion and class. Th rough their discourse, they 
draw attention to marginalization, weak institutions and the historicity of 
a faulty beginning in the nation’s evolution. Th is discourse creates aware-
ness, therefore, for ethnic and religious agitations, directly or indirectly, and a 
clamor for leadership or regime change. 

 Th e rational theorists argue the place of the mind in the confusion going on 
in Nigeria around her politics and economy, which has evolved from the clash 
of cultures, and indirectly or directly reveal the causative factors of skepticism, 
character, consciousness and performance, as they explain the contradictions in 
the socio-political system. To them, the people need a better educational system 
system as “healing” and as insight into the reality of things, of the hidden – 
manifest, and of the political-delivery paradigm. Yet, the poor still complain 
about the appearance of the real in their experiences and of the gaps in the 
solution to their problems because their mindset of being poor has not changed. 

 All the positions mentioned above are discernible in the discursive trends 
on the public and virtual spaces. Th ey constitute theories of ideologies, 
though there are certain things that are common to them all and an underly-
ing relationship that is even deeper. What is common is that they all begin 
their complaint and subsequent rationalizations with an understanding of the 
relationship between the individual/group and society concerning the con-
sciousness stemming from a distorted perception of reality. Th e result is the 
rise of skepticism and the reductive and destructive interpretations meant for 
confronting the bare reality they are yet to fully grasp—by not  discovering 
trends, correlations, and patterns and constituting them into the development 
of a paradigm. Moreover, and more importantly, these scholars are trying to 
grapple with the signifi cance of value and morality in the understanding of 
necessity, and to develop this into a frame of tradition. However, the underly-
ing relationship between all of their theories, that is even deeper, is culture. 
Culture not only summarizes all the issues involved into the realm of philoso-
phy and ethnographic understanding of context, but, equally, it shows the 
futility of discussing development without the sublation of culture in a double 
sense of its otherness; that is, the ingraining of the self into the other (or of the 
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other into the self ) and the return of the self into the self to become one with 
itsself through the cancelling of its otherness in the Hegelian fashion. 

 We need to note, fi nally, that a characteristic of Nigerians’ discussions of their 
situation and problems is the rootedness of foreign ideals and heroes/heroines. 
Although, this may not be bad as a form of discourse, it leads Nigerians to 
become trapped in the same cycle of events, circulating the same cultural dilem-
mas of superior-inferior over and over. Th e way in which this cultural entangle-
ment is invoked by the founding texts of history, and the ongoing politics and 
legalism that Nigerians read and hear, makes one wonder what cultural perspec-
tive is claimed by a discourse that denigrates the positioning the Nigerian in a 
homogenous, creative, hopeful, generating space.  

    Conclusion 

 In this essay, we have drawn attention to the critical absence of voices that 
could help direct Nigerians’ discourses of their situation and problems into 
aestheticized commodities that participate in the post-colonial economy of 
positive signs. In the absence of critical understanding of concepts, context 
and meanings, Nigerian discourses only successfully demonstrate how fl aws 
are reinforced by the elevation of weak ideas and commodities into experien-
tially self-referential and excessive sites of authority and power. 

 In the sense that we construe the Nigerian culture, however, the philosopher 
must rethink culture as a dynamic formation, intelligent construct and paradig-
matic structure of problem solving. Culture must be seen as a way of thinking 
and rethinking as well as of analyzing the social and historical conditions under 
which a dominant form of representation can be challenged. Th is challenging 
must be an act of intellectual construction which inscribes the margin between 
speculative and objective action in the implicit prerequisite that Nigerians need 
concerning the needs with which the present is fi lled and the better future envis-
aged. Culture in this sense goes beyond what was or what is to encompass that 
which has the inherent power to determine what could be. It should not rest on 
descriptivism, as it has done in large part, but should carry  a social action burden, 
as the critical voice of that which shapes processes of thought and development.     
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         Introduction 

 To understand and appreciate Mandela’s legacy for political philosophy, one 
must fi rst understand the ideological system imposed on him and his people 
and against which he was prepared to fi ght to death, if necessary. While many 
appreciate him for being a wise and disciplined peacemaker who brought 
reconciliation, peace, and multiracial liberal democracy to South Africa after 
decades of bloody civil and racial unrest, others blame him for being a violent 
nationalist terrorist inspired by the political rhetoric and ideology of Frantz 
Fanon, the Africana philosopher of Caribbean descent who defended anti- 
colonial and anti-imperialist violence in Algeria and the rest of Africa as a 
form of justifi ed counter-violence in self-defense. Some of those who associate 
themselves with this characterization also accuse Mandela of joining forces 
with internal and external Marxist Socialists or Communists responsible for, 
with the help of the Soviet Union, sabotage, kidnapping, anti-White ter-
rorism, bloodshed, and massive destabilization in South Africa. Such critics 
question the wisdom in rewarding such a person with the Nobel Prize for 
Peace. Still other African philosophers, like Kibujjo Kalumba ( Journal of Social 
Philosophy , 1995, Vol 26 (3) p. 161), would classify his thought and actions 



as belonging to the nonviolent natural rights political philosophy and ethics 
tradition, or as compatible with humanistic ethics, if not Christian ethics. 

 Contrary to the views of these political philosophers or political historians 
and other scholars who deny Mandela’s radical Socialist or Communist past 
or accuse him of ideological inconsistencies, I argue that Mandela’s political 
philosophy gradually evolved over the decades, in Karl Popper’s sense of the 
term. Th is means that the young Mandela was an intellectual who did not 
hold on dogmatically to any particular form of ideology but was always hold-
ing the ideologies as tentative theories or tentative solutions, while testing 
them like an experimental scientist to see which of them was best suited for 
his political vision and objectives for South Africa. Since most readers might 
not be familiar with Popper’s epistemology (which has been marginalized by 
American philosophers until recently), it is imperative that we begin with a 
brief introduction to what Karl Popper means by evolutionary epistemology 
before we take stock of the nature of “the beast” called apartheid with which 
Mandela had to contend.  

    What Is Karl Popper’s Theory of Evolutionary 
Epistemology? 

 While most Western philosophers were preoccupied with the search for the 
indubitable foundations of knowledge or truth and the best methods of veri-
fi cation to guarantee truth through empirical observation, Karl Popper was 
focused on the best method for falsifi cation. For, he explains, what is neces-
sary for the growth of scientifi c knowledge is not certainty of truth claims, 
but a method for the critical elimination of our errors as we refl ect critically 
on our theories, which he prefers to consider not as fi nal solutions, but only 
as tentative solutions to our problems or challenges. What cannot be falsifi ed 
in practice or in principle is, by his defi nition or mark of demarcation, unsci-
entifi c (though not irrational). But the more testable a theory is and the more 
it is able to withstand our best eff orts to falsify it using Modus Tollens as our 
hypothetico-deductive model, the more likely it is to be true (Karl Popper, 
 Th e Logic of Scientifi c Discovery . 1934 translated in 1959). 

 Popper’s visual representation of the conceptual schema or problem-solving 
strategy he calls evolutionary epistemology is an expanded version of Skinner’s 
trial-and-error method in psychology. 

 Th e conceptual schema in its simple formulation is this:

  PS TT EE PS1 1 1 2® ® ®    
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Where PS = problem situation, TT = tentative theory or tentative solution or 
theory, and EE = error elimination. 

 In Popper’s view, the advance of scientifi c knowledge is an evolutionary 
process that can be characterized by this formula. In response to a given prob-
lem situation (PS 1 ), a number of competing hypotheses or conjectures, also 
called tentative theories (TT) or tentative solutions, are systematically sub-
jected to the most rigorous attempts at falsifi cation possible. Th is process of 
error elimination (EE), he explains, is analogous to the process of natural 
selection in the course of biological evolution. Th eories that better survive the 
process of refutation are not more true, but rather more “fi t”—in other words, 
they are more applicable to the problem situation at hand (PS 1 ) and are held 
tentatively until better ones are found. 

 “All life,” he states, “is problem-solving…” However, our minds are not 
stimulated until we encounter problems or challenges in our minds or envi-
ronment. In responding to the problem situation PS 1 , we generate hypoth-
eses, theories, or tentative solutions for testing by thought experiments or 
fi eld experiments. If the test fails to yield the expected outcome, we look 
for any errors in our theories and try again. Th ose that are falsifi able but are 
not falsifi ed after the initial tests are classifi ed as our knowledge, but because 
they are human-derived they are not perfect knowledge, so we have to con-
tinually re-examine and study them as in PS 2 . We have to hold on to them 
and apply them until they are shown to be false or replaced by superior or 
alternative theories. So the process of testing is a never-ending process. In 
this regard, it is diff erent from the Hegelian theory of knowledge in which 
every thesis is eventually contradicted by its anti-thesis and both of them are 
ultimately merged into a synthesis. Th e Hegelian theory, although helpful in 
many ways, gives the wrong impression that truth is always in synthesis but 
never in the thesis or anti-thesis stages, which is not a true representation of 
reality or our personal experiences. 

 Within Popper’s theory, our search for human knowledge can never be 
completed since we live in an open universe (where, for example, new plan-
ets, new medicines, and new technologies are being discovered) where new 
ideas can always emerge to defeat the best of our theories and methods. For 
this reason, Popper prefers to use biological models to represent the growth 
of human knowledge. Like the amoeba, humans have to learn to identify 
problems and learn problem-solving strategies that help us adapt to new envi-
ronments; that is, we as humanity have to modify or create new theories and 
associated technologies or perish. In this respect, Popper agrees with Darwin 
that life on earth is always survival of the fi ttest, but this also applies to our 
theories and technologies. 
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 Popper generalizes this theory beyond the evolution of life to encompass all 
forms of learning and problem-solving. On his account, every organism, from 
the amoeba to Einstein and the creative geniuses of Silicon Valley, is constantly 
engaged in problem-solving and problem discovery. In the plant and animal 
world this involves the production of new reactions, new camoufl ages, new 
organs, and new forms of life. For us humans it involves the production of 
new ideas in the form of new methods of research, new medicines, and new 
technologies. When these forms of life or theories appear, they confront selec-
tive pressures or problems from the biological environment or from competing 
forms of life. We can never be absolutely certain or complacent about empirical 
knowledge, given that there will always be something we don’t know, and we 
don’t know all that we don’t know. Th is method of seeking knowledge, or the 
explanation of how human knowledge grows based on the analogy of evolu-
tionary biology, is what Popper terms evolutionary epistemology (Karl, Popper. 
 Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary Approach , Oxford University Press, 1972). 

 Popper’s theory is relevant and appropriate for explaining the worth of 
Mandela’s political philosophy, the main goal of this paper. Th e initial philosoph-
ical problem the young Mandela encountered was an existential threat to him 
and his family as well as to the society into which he was born. What is apartheid 
and how could it be removed or neutralized without destroying his native South 
Africa and its people, Black or White? In this respect, he was like a head oncologist 
wondering how to get rid of the cancer in his/her patient’s head without acciden-
tally killing the patient or rendering the patient mentally incapacitated. All the 
diff erent ideologies or political philosophies he was attracted to were his tentative 
solutions to the problem of apartheid in South Africa. Combining theory with 
practice, he was able to eliminate the errors in his thinking, correct his mistakes, 
and choose what appeared to be the best solution, until by logic or actual out-
comes it was found to be no longer productive, rational, or morally acceptable. 
Th e title of his widely acclaimed autobiography  No Easy Walk to Freedom  is a true 
refl ection of his struggle with these ideologies. He wrote, in the spirit of a true 
evolutionary epistemologist, “But I have discovered the secret that after climbing 
a great hill, one only fi nds that there are many more hills to climb.” Compare that 
with Karl Popper’s observation that “Life is problem solving and the discovery of 
more problems…” (Karl Popper  All Life is Problem-Solving . 1999).  

    The Problem of Apartheid as Mandela Saw It 

 From fi rsthand experience, Mandela described apartheid as “the system that 
imprisoned my people” (Nelson Mandela,  Long Walk to Freedom : Autobiography 
of Nelson Mandela, 1994 p. 111). “Apartheid” is literally an Afrikaans word 
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that means “the status of being apart or separateness.” But in its full ideological 
sense it was more than just separation. It was an ideology that sought to subordi-
nate Blacks and other non-White people of South Africa permanently under the 
minority White population of European ancestry. It was based on the question-
able assumption that Whites are racially superior to Blacks and other Colored 
races and therefore have the natural mandate to rule over them even in their own 
native land. Even if such a mandate had come directly from Aristotle, the father 
of naturalism and the syllogism, it should be rejected on logical grounds for com-
mitting the is-ought fallacy. For there is no logical implication from the premise 
“X is inferior to you” to the conclusion that “X ought to be ruled by you.” 

 Th e ultimate aim of apartheid as developed in the 1950s, writes the British 
historian Kevin Shillington, was “to make blacks ‘foreigners’ in the 86% of 
South Africa which was offi  cially designated White.” Blacks were restricted 
to the poverty-stricken and overcrowded “reserves” (later designated as home-
lands) unless they were in the direct employ “of Whites” (Kevin Shillington, 
 History of Africa , St Martin Press, N.Y. p. 403). It aimed at literally separating 
Whites from non-Whites, a category which included “natives,” “Colored,” and 
“Asians,” in every aspect of life. Th e separation was not only from the houses 
where they lived but also from schools, churches, places of work, the buses and 
trains, hotels, and any place of recreation. Non-Whites who had to go to such 
places to clean or to serve had to apply for passes or permits, similar to the visa 
required of foreigners visiting South Africa. Whites, who constituted no more 
than 16% of the total population at the time, owned not only most of the 
wealth but also all the power in the state. For most non-Whites had not only 
their guns taken away from them, but they were also disenfranchised in their 
own country and therefore could neither vote nor hold any elected position. 

 Th is hateful ideology was adopted as government policy in 1948, when 
Mandela was 30 years old. Mandela, who was born into a royal family and 
studied hard to obtain a law degree by correspondence course with a British 
university, did not just read about this form of oppression and the humilia-
tion of his people; he had to live through it as a personal experience. Mandela’s 
observations and experiences of oppression—“the system that imprisoned my 
people”—was confi rmed by the testimony of a  New York Times  journalist, 
Anthony Lewis, during a visit in 1967: “It was a police state that enforced 
offi  cial racism with a mad logic” (Anthony Lewis, “Mandela the Pol,”  Th e 
New York Times, March, 231997 . Th is journalist, who visited South Africa in 
1967 is quoted in  Africa Opposing Views , William Dudley ed. Green Haven 
Press, San Diego CA, 2,000. pp. 137–147). 

 Th e police and other law enforcers, according to this reporter, were given 
the power to stop any one who looked fair or Colored and run their hands 
through the person’s hair to determine whether they were really Black or 
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White. According to Lewis, hundreds of thousands of non-Whites were 
arrested every year just for being found in a White area without the right pass 
(P. 138 Mandela thePol.’ Th e New York Times, March, 23). 

 Police brutality was unleashed on any Black or Colored person found in 
violation of this and many similar laws, and especially on those found to 
be critical of the oppressive system, irrespective of age. A teenage boy, for 
example, was sentenced to fi ve years in prison under the Terrorism Act for 
writing and publishing an anti-White poem. How was it published? For the 
South African law enforcers, the fact that the teenage boy showed the poem 
to his girlfriend was suffi  cient evidence that the poem was published and was 
therefore in violation of the Terrorist Act (Th e  New York Times , ibid).  

    The Evolution of Mandela’s Political Philosophy 

 Guided by Popper’s model of evolutionary epistemology, we consider the 
three stages below as representing the main ideological shifts Mandela went 
through during his time as a political activist, a prisoner, president of South 
Africa, and after. Th is does not, however, imply that he held on to these stages 
rigidly or absolutely, without wavering from time to time in self-introspection 
or public pronouncements. 

 Stage I: From Nonviolent Nationalist Resistance to Armed Nationalist 
Resistance 

 Stage II: From Armed Nationalist Resistance to Pro-Marxist Socialism/
Communism 

 Stage III: From Pro-Marxist Socialism/Communism to (Ubuntu Ethics- 
based) Liberal Democracy 

    Stage I: The Evolution from Nonviolent Nationalist 
Resistance to Radical Nationalist Resistance 

 Starting with a nonviolent form of resistance similar to that of the Civil 
Rights Movement led by Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Mandela led sev-
eral protest marches against apartheid. One of these protests was the 1952 
Defi ance Campaign, during which Mandela publicly set his pass book on fi re 
to signify his nationalist objection to the law that required Blacks and other 
Colored citizens to obtain offi  cial passes to enter White areas for personal, 
educational, business, or any other kind of reason. Interracial marriage was 
not just a taboo; it was considered a crime akin to treason in its severity and 
was punishable by long prison terms. 
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 John Wesley, the founder of the mainline Protestant denomination of 
Methodism, and his associates are well-known for their fi ght against the 
transatlantic slave trade and slavery in America, as well as against child labor, 
torture of prisoners, sexual discrimination against women, and other forms of 
social injustice common in Britain in the 18th and 19th centuries. As a proud 
South African native schooled in Methodism, Mandela, like Moses, could 
no longer tolerate the oppression of his people. Refl ecting on his experience 
while in prison, he wrote:

  I had no epiphany, no singular revelation, no moment of truth, but a steady 
accumulation of a thousand slights, a thousand indignities and a thousand 
unremembered moments produced in me an anger, a rebelliousness, a desire to 
fi ght the system that imprisoned my people. (Mandela, 1994, ibid) 

 Asked in an interview when he became an activist, Mandela explained that 
there was no particular day on which he said that from then on he would 
devote himself to the liberation of his people. “Instead,” he said, “I simply 
found myself doing so, and could not do otherwise” (ibid). Since it was easier 
to fi ght the system in solidarity with others than to fi ght alone, he joined 
one of the most eff ective anti-apartheid organizations operating in his town, 
the African National Congress (ANC), and quickly became one of its leaders. 
He was evidently unhappy with the affi  liation of the ANC with the South 
African Communist Party (SACP), but as he revealed during his court trial, 
that resulted in his imprisonment for almost decades, his eff orts to dissociate 
members of the SACP from the ANC by charging that Communists were ene-
mies to the cause of the ANC in South Africa was heavily defeated by a major-
ity in the ANC. Th e chairman of the ANC at the time was Albert Lithuli, an 
avowed Christian pacifi st who won the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1960. Initially, 
Mandela shared the pacifi st philosophy described in Lithuli’s words:

  I have embraced the nonviolent Passive Resistance technique because I am con-
vinced it is the only non-violent, non-revolutionary, legitimate and humane way 
that could be used by people denied, as we are, eff ective constitutional means to 
further our aspirations. (Albert Lithuli,’ Let My People Go,’ Glasgow: Collins, 
1963, p. 211) 

 In 1955, Mandela and his co-leaders of the ANC, under the chairmanship of 
Albert Lithuli, organized a protest movement conference at Kliptown, where 
they proclaimed the Freedom Charter. Th is bold Charter called for freedom, 
democracy, and egalitarian rights, or equal human rights and civil rights, 
for all races, tribes, and ethnicities. Th is document that Mandela helped to 
create also called for the nationalization of banks, gold mines, and land as a 
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means to equal redistribution of wealth (Ibid. 172–175). Empowered by the 
Freedom Charter, the ANC campaigned vigorously for human rights and 
called for wealth redistribution. 

 Determined to suppress the movement, the apartheid government arrested 
156 of the ANC’s supporters and began trying them for high treason the fol-
lowing year. Th e trial, lasting nearly fi ve years, easily became the longest trial 
in South African history at the time. All of the accused were acquitted, but far 
from being appeased, Mandela and the rest of the protesters vowed to continue 
the struggle, chanting “Aluta Continua!” As a result of the Freedom Charter 
and subsequent campaigns, the ANC was banned by law and brutally sup-
pressed by the merciless South African police. Many of the conference del-
egates were beaten or imprisoned on charges of treason, which could carry 
a sentence of life imprisonment. Brutal as it was, the government’s reaction 
could not stop the spread of the revolutionary ideas in the Charter, which 
had already been publicly recited and confi rmed by those present. It had such 
a profound impact on the ANC and the anti-apartheid movement that  New 
York Times  journalist Lewis could not help but note that it had set in their 
hearts “a fi re of stubborn resistance which would continue up until the fi nal 
disintegration of apartheid during the 1990s” (Lewis ibid). 

 To Mandela’s dismay, as the nonviolent protests persisted police brutality 
escalated. Th is culminated in the killing of 69 innocent or unarmed anti- 
apartheid protesters in 1960. Fearing the consequences of this heinous crime, 
the government declared a state of emergency and instituted the policy of 
detention without trial to crack down on the protests. Th is spectacular act of 
social injustice and blatant disrespect for the human as well as the civil rights 
and lives of Blacks, rather than weakening or diminishing their  determination 
to continue the struggle, increased it astronomically. Consequently, they 
chanted again “Aluta Continua!” In spite of several counter-protest measures 
by the government, the protests continued, mostly through nonviolent means 
but also through a campaign of sabotage of government installations. As a 
result, the government banned the ANC. Nevertheless, the sabotage contin-
ued, culminating in the total banning of the ANC in which their right to 
assemble and to organize demonstrations were revoked. What is more, the 
police were ordered to arrest all their former and current offi  cers, leading to 
and a massive armed search for its leaders, including Mandela. 

 From the beginning of the struggle up to this time Mandela, as Mary 
Benson has stated in her biography, self-identifi ed as “an African national-
ist,” (Mary Benson, Mary (1986). Nelson Mandela. Harmo) Mandela main-
tains in his autobiography that he did not associate with the South African 
Communist party until Freedom Day Strike in 1950 [Mandela, 2013,  Long 
Walk to Freedom: Autobiography of Nelson Mandela , p. 117].  
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    Th e Transition to Radical Resistance 

 With the ANC banned and Mandela declared a wanted man in his native land, 
he joined a new underground armed wing to continue the struggle against 
apartheid. Th e government responded with police brutality, mass arrests, and 
new legislation, including the Unlawful Organizations Act, the Suppression 
of Communism Act, the Public Safety Act and the Criminal Procedures Act. 
All these laws, whether it was their intention or not, made further civil dis-
obedience or nonviolent resistance impossible. As the sabotage increased on 
the streets and government brutality escalated, the United Nations General 
Assembly called for sanctions against South Africa. In 1962, Mandela, who 
had travelled outside South Africa and trained in guerrilla warfare in Algeria, 
returned to reinforce the struggle. He was arrested shortly after arrival and 
tried for illegally leaving the country and for treason. Despite his best eff orts to 
defend himself, he was found guilty and later sentenced to life imprisonment. 

 Justifying why he had to give up his pacifi sm and civil disobedience in favor 
of radical resistance, Mandela wrote: “When a man is denied the right to 
live the life he believes in, he has no choice but to become an outlaw” (  www.
Nelsonmmandelaquotes,com     assessed i5/12/2016). Even so, he rejected the 
call of his colleagues to indulge in anti-White kidnapping and murderous acts 
of terrorism. His Christian or humanitarian moral consciousness and sensi-
bilities led him to opt instead for targeted sabotage operations that did not 
threaten human lives. 

 As he explained his action during the Rivonia Trial:

  I do not, however, deny that I planned sabotage. I did not plan it in a spirit of 
recklessness, nor because I have any love of violence. I planned it as a result of a 
calm and sober assessment of the political situation that had arisen after many years 
of tyranny, exploitation, and oppression of my people by the Whites. (Mandela’s 
Rivonia Trial, 1964) 

 Th e decision to use violence, he explained, was not taken lightly. It only came as 
a result of lengthy deliberation over a realistic assessment of the circumstances 
and the chance of eff ecting any meaningful transformation through nonviolent 
resistance. Th e African National Congress was formed in 1912 with the aim of 
defending the rights of the people, including the right to their own lands, which 
was then being threatened by the Natives Land Act. For 37 years, until 1949, the 
ANC adhered strictly to a constitutional struggle which was no more than put-
ting forward demands and resolutions through delegations to the government in 
the belief that African grievances could be settled through peaceful discussion. It 
was hoped that through gradual constitutional or policy changes, Black Africans 
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could eventually advance to full political rights. But as the history of South 
Africa has shown, White governments remained unmoved and continued to sys-
tematically limit the basic human and civil rights previously granted to Blacks. 

 Citing the words of Chief Lithuli, his friend and mentor who became 
president of the ANC in 1952 and was later awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, 
Mandela argued forcibly:

  Who will deny that thirty years of my life have been spent knocking in vain, 
patiently, moderately, and modestly at a closed and barred door? What have 
been the fruits of moderation? Th e past thirty years have seen the greatest num-
ber of laws restricting our rights and progress, until today we have reached a 
stage where we have almost no rights at all. (ibid) 

 Mandela gave several examples of instances after 1949 of the ANC’s contin-
ued rejection of the demands of its constituents to repudiate nonviolence 
in favor of violent resistance. Instead, the ANC chose to protest against 
apartheid legislation by methods of passive resistance, utilizing “peaceful, 
but unlawful, demonstrations against certain laws” (ibid). Pursuant to this 
policy, Mandela recounted, the ANC launched the Defi ance Campaign, in 
which he was placed in charge of volunteers. According to Mandela, more 
than 8,500 people defi ed apartheid laws and went to jail, yet there was not a 
single instance of violence in the course of this campaign on the part of their 
members. He recalled that he and 19 colleagues were convicted for organizing 
the campaign, but their sentences were suspended mainly because the judge 
found that because of their policy of nonviolent resistance, “discipline and 
non-violence had been stressed throughout” the process (ibid). 

 Th e decision to go violent, Mandela insisted, did not come easily. After another 
long anxious assessment of the situation in June 1961, Mandela admitted:

  I, and some colleagues, came to the conclusion that as violence in this country 
was inevitable, it would be unrealistic and wrong for African leaders to continue 
preaching peace and non-violence at a time when the Government met our 
peaceful demands with force. (Osei, Joseph, ‘High Profi le Positive Action in 
South Africa,’  Th e Challenge of Sustaining Emergent Democracies , p. 204) 

 On December 16 of that year, the decision to take violent measures was pub-
lished in the form of a manifesto aimed at explaining or justifying their actions. 
Th e conclusion, according to the manifesto, was “not easily arrived at. It was 
only when all else had failed” (Mandela, Rivonia Trial, 1964 ibid). Th at is, only 
when all channels of peaceful protest had been barred to them, according to the 
manifesto, was the decision taken, not because they desired violent resistance 
but “solely because the Government had left us with no other choice” (ibid). 
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 Th e rationale or justifi cation is summed up in the manifesto thus:

  Th e time comes in the life of any nation when there remain only two choices—
submit or fi ght. Th at time has now come to South Africa. We shall not submit 
and we have no choice but to hit back by all means in our power in defence of 
our people, our future, and our freedom. (ibid) 

 In other words, the path of violence was no longer their fi rst or second option. 
It was the only option left after the government had blocked all other paths 
to change. Mandela ended this part of his defense in these few words: “I can 
only say that I felt morally obliged to do what I did” (Nelson Mandela, Long 
Walk to Freedom: Th e Autobiography of Nelson Mandela). 

 Given his status as a college graduate and promising member of the legal 
profession, Mandela could have made a good living for himself and his fam-
ily if he had opted out of the resistance movement and “laid low,” but only 
by compromising his values. But as he refl ected on his life while in prison, 
this was not a viable option for him: “Freedom is indivisible; the chains on 
any one of my people were the chains on all of them, the chains on all of my 
people were the chains on me” (Stephen M. Davis,  Apartheid’s Rebels: Inside 
South Africa’s Hidden War , 1987, p. 14).   

    Stage II: The Evolution from Radical Nationalism 
to Marxist Socialism/Communism 

 Th inking that more restrictive laws could break the anti-apartheid move-
ment, the South African government became more draconian. For example, 
the government made a law in 1976 banning the use of all languages in school 
except the Afrikaans language. Th is in eff ect meant that Black South Africans 
could not communicate with fellow Africans in other African countries or 
with Europeans or Americans. Th e government hoped that by minimizing 
their means of communication with the outside world, they could control 
Blacks without fear of external interference. But that was a sad miscalculation 
on their part, as it led to escalating violent clashes with the police nationwide. 
A major tragedy occurred at this time with the beating death, while in police 
custody, of Steve Biko, a charismatic student leader. 

 Th is brutality against an unarmed Black man angered not only South Africans 
but also the international community and signifi cantly altered the dynamics of 
the struggle in South Africa. It led to the UN and several countries, includ-
ing the United States and Canada, which had hitherto mostly stayed silent on 
apartheid issues, to impose or consider imposing strong sanctions to compel the 
apartheid regime to release Mandela from prison and end the inhumane system. 
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Both sides experienced signifi cant loss of life, committed atrocities, and became 
so entrenched in their ideological positions that despite massive, overwhelming 
internal and international opposition to apartheid, many on both sides lost hope 
of seeing an end to the system in their lifetime. One of these was a male of mixed 
race who was so disgusted with apartheid that he killed the prime minister of 
South Africa, Hendrick Verwoerd (  www.SouthAfricaHistoryOnline     (SAHO)
Tuesday, September 6, 1966). 

 In spite of appeals to the West for support to end apartheid, most coun-
tries and the UN essentially did nothing more than pay lip service. While 
South Africa was banned from participating in the Olympic Games for her 
inhumane treatment of her Black and Colored population, most of the lead-
ing Western countries, including the USA, Britain, and France continued 
to trade with and invest in South Africa (Th omas Donaldson,  Th e Ethics of 
International Business , New York, Oxford University Press, 1989, p. 136). So, 
following the example of other nationalist African leaders, such as Dr. Kwame 
Nkrumah, Ahmed Sékou Touré, and Julius Nyerere, Mandela began to turn 
his attention, ideologically speaking, from the West toward the East in search 
of Socialist or Communist support. 

 According to David Jones Smith, Mandela fi rst identifi ed as “a democratic 
socialist”  before going farther to openly oppose capitalism, private land-own-
ership, and the power of big money., not unlike Senator Sanders, the opponent 
of Hillary Clinton in the ongoing 2016 presidential campaign in the USA. 

 During the trial that sentenced him to life in prison, Mandela did not 
deny his sympathetic understanding of Marxism and its infl uence on his 
political philosophy. However, he denied vehemently that he had become a 
Communist (at the time of the trial):

  It is true, as I have already stated, that I have been infl uenced by Marxist 
thought. But this is also true of many of the leaders of the new independent 
States. Such widely diff erent persons as Gandhi, Nehru, Nkrumah, and Nasser 
all acknowledge this fact. We all accept the need for some form of socialism to 
enable our people to catch up with the advanced countries of this world and to 
overcome their legacy of extreme poverty. But this does not mean we are Marxists 
(Mandela, Rivonia Trial, ibid). 

 He openly maintained that while he welcomed Communist assistance for the 
removal of racial discrimination and oppression, he was not a Communist by 
implication. Th e changes he was fi ghting for were not coterminous with the 
international workers’ revolution of the Communist Party. Citing the tenets 
of the Freedom Charter, he stressed that the struggle of Black South Africans 
was essential  for democratic rights on the basis of the Charter. 
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 His eloquent defense of his political philosophy against charges of 
Communism was, despite his best eff orts, ambiguous since the same Freedom 
Charter that emphasized the need for democratic rights also called for a 
 classless society, which is a basic tenet of Communism. A classless society 
in a capitalist country like South Africa in the 1950s and 60s could only 
be attained through a massive redistribution of wealth that would inevitably 
undermine such basic rights as the right to private property, including one’s 
money and business interests. 

 So the question remains: Was Mandela a Communist at this stage of his 
life or not? 

 Whether intended to keep his detractors wondering about his true political 
philosophy or not, Mandela created ambiguity with his use of the term social-
ism when he said, “We all accept the need for some form of socialism to enable 
our people to catch up with the advanced countries of this world and to over-
come their legacy of extreme poverty.” He could have been referring to Scientifi c 
Socialism, Communism, an African form of egalitarianism, or African commu-
nitarianism in the sense of having no extreme economic inequality, extreme 
poverty, or economic exploitation of one class by another. Th e ambiguity per-
sisted and provided him with some cover of deniability even when he was found 
in the company of the openly Communist South African community leaders 
within the SACP. Since membership is diff erent from sympathetic admiration 
or affi  liation, there is no need for philosophers like Kibajjo Kalumba to try 
to white-wash Mandela by denying his affi  liation to Communism, as he does 
by his hasty attempt to identify Mandela’s ideas with the natural rights tradi-
tion in ethics (Kalumba, Kibbujo, (1995). Th e Political Philosophy of Nelson 
Mandela, p. 161). Revising or reconstructing history in support of one’s view 
of a political leader is neither fair to the leader, Mandela in this case, nor to the 
intellectual community seeking the truth about such leaders. 

 Mandela’s credible biographer David Jones Smith appears to have the defi n-
itive word in this context when he states: “Mandela embraced communism 
and communists” in the late 1950s and early 1960s (Smith, (2010) ibid). 
Further, historian Stephen Ellis has stated that he found evidence showing not 
only that Mandela was a member of the SACP, but that he also served on the 
party’s Central Committee (Ellis, Stephen (2011). “Th e Genesis of the ANC’s 
Armed Struggle in South Africa 1948–1961”. Journal of Southern African 
Studies. 37 (4): 657–676). Th ese testimonies of the biographer and historian 
are also buttressed by the 1955 Freedom Charter, which Mandela helped cre-
ate as a legal instrument. It called for the nationalization of banks, gold mines, 
and land, in the belief that this was necessary to ensure equal distribution of 
wealth (Mandela, Long Walk, 1994 175). 
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 Th e move toward the East and Marxist Socialism was evidently the result 
of the apparent apathy of the UN and the West in general. While the UN was 
never short of rhetorical condemnations and sanctions on paper, none of these 
were taken seriously by the South African governments under P.W. Botha or 
De Clerk. Th e United States during the Reagan years was supposedly involved 
in what was cleverly called “constructive engagement,” which turned out to 
be nothing but mere words (Raspberry, William, Giving Comfort to South 
Africa, September 13, 1985). Americans were apparently, as critics like Ungar 
and Vale have pointed out, more interested in their profi t margins than the 
marginalization and oppression of Blacks in far-away South Africa (Ungar and 
Vale, “South Africa: Why Constructive Engagement Failed,” 252. 53 Davies, 
Constructive Engagement? How Reagan’s Administration Tried to support 
South Africa without appearing to Endorse Apartheid, 81. 54 Cocker, Th e 
United States and South Africa, 1968-1985: Constructive Engagement and 
Its Critics, 161). 

 Th rough the policy of constructive engagement, the USA had hoped to 
convert South Africa from an international outcast into an important regional 
actor, a potential ally in America’s never-ending attempt to end or contain 
Soviet expansionism in the region. Th e explicit agenda of constructive engage-
ment was that Pretoria could be infl uenced away from the apartheid system 
through establishing a positive and open relationship. Th is was undermined, 
however, by the fact that the South African government stated that it resented 
the idea that it should make any moves toward reform just because America 
criticized and threatened it (P.W. Botha, “Th e Rubicon Speech” (Speech, 
National Party National Congress, Durban, South Africa, August 15, 1985)). 
Racism was steeped in the policies that Pretoria enacted. Botha and his allies 
were unwilling to give up minority rule in order to appease the international 
community. Truthfully, South Africa was not about to change its apartheid 
policies for the USA and the West. Constructive engagement had done noth-
ing to infl uence Pretoria to change policy. By the beginning of Reagan’s sec-
ond term, the force of  opposition—domestically and internationally—was 
mounting against constructive engagement. It was exposed for what it was, 
mere words or worse, because it bought time for the apartheid government 
to strengthen its hold on Black South Africa while Mandela continued to 
languish in prison and repression continued for protesters. 

 Th is apathy from the West, including the USA, eventually led Mandela to 
turn his attention mostly away from the West and more toward the Eastern 
Block, and it provides some moral justifi cation for Mandela’s shift toward 
Communism.  
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    Stage III: Evolution from Scientifi c Socialism/Communism 
to (Ubuntu Ethics-Based) Liberal Democracy 

 While in prison for 27 years, and even before that, especially in the course of 
his trial, Mandela made it clear that he was no nationalist, Communist, or lib-
eral ideologue. In the words of one of his fellow prisoners, Neville Alexander, 
Mandela was “a pragmatist.” And this quality in him, Alexander explains, 
made his goal outstanding because he was “a realist” as well as “extremely 
patient and wise” (Lewis, ibid p. 141). Coming from such an expert who did 
not share Mandela’s ideology or political philosophy and had the opportunity 
to watch and listen to him for several years, with the eager mind of a PhD in 
History from Germany’s Tubeingen University, is signifi cant for my argument. 

 Most of those close to him as well as those who had the opportunity 
to interview him agreed that Mandela’s vision for South Africa was the 
country’s de-racialization and the creation of a liberal democracy: “For that 
end he was willing to make compromises with others who held diff erent 
political views or ideologies [Neville Alexander quoted in Anthony Lewis 
(ibid; 1997. P. 141. d). Th is fl exibility of method in pursuit of his goal of a 
multiracial, liberal democracy was discernible from his defense at his court 
trial. His testimony is also borne out by a fellow prison inmate at Robben 
Island in 1967. He confi rmed that Mandela’s one goal in life was “to nor-
malize things in South Africa” (Lewis, Ibid). Helen Suzman, a member of 
Parliament, reported that this was the same thing Mandela said every time 
she visited him in prison on behalf of the opposition party. 

 On the basis of these interesting comments about Mandela’s political 
goals, Lewis compares Mandela with America’s fi rst president, Washington, 
and infers that both are great leaders because of their deep love and commit-
ment for their respective countries, as well as their willingness to commit their 
lives and wellbeing to the best interests of their countries (Lewis, Anthony, 
“Mandela the Politician,”  Th e New York Times , March, 23, 1997 p.141). What 
Lewis fails to notice is Washington and Mandela’s common love for liberal 
democracy and their commitment to it. 

 Mandela’s passion for liberal democracy, especially liberal democracy as 
practiced in Britain and the United States, comes out clearly in his legal 
defense in 1961:

  I have great respect for British political institutions, and for the country’s system 
of justice. I regard the British Parliament as the most democratic institution in 
the world, and the independence and impartiality of its judiciary never fail to 
arouse my admiration (Mandela Trivonia Trial ibid). 
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 Based on his admiration of British democracy, Mandela dismissed what he 
has read in Marxist philosophy about it being undemocratic and reactive. He 
also made reference to the Magna Carta, the Petition of Right, and the Bill 
of Rights and acknowledged how these documents are held in veneration by 
democrats throughout the world. 

 Refl ecting on the American political system, Mandela was equally 
impressed and appreciative: “Th e American Congress, that country’s doctrine 
of  separation of powers, as well as the independence of its judiciary, arouses in 
me similar sentiments” (ibid). 

 Even more interesting for my thesis is how he refl ected objectively and 
with an open mind, like a research scientist searching for a critical solution to 
a problem:

  I have been infl uenced in my thinking by both West and East. All this has led 
me to feel that in my search for a political formula, I should be absolutely 
impartial and objective. I should tie myself to no particular system of society 
other than socialism. I must leave myself free to borrow the best from the West 
and from the East. 

 Most of what he said here is consistent with realism and objectivism, except 
for the portion that says, “I should tie myself to no particular system of soci-
ety other than socialism.” Th e context suggests that Mandela misspoke or the 
court recorder made a clerical error. Two possible explanations come to mind. 
He wanted to say either

    a)    I should tie myself to no system of society including Scientifi c Socialism, 
or   

   b)    I should tie myself to no system of society other than African Socialism 
(which for him means Ubuntu based on the ethics of communitarianism).    

  Such ambiguity created by the term socialism also makes my case that 
since he was almost always thinking about these alternative political ideolo-
gies or philosophies, he could easily name one and mean the other, just as 
parents with multiple children in the house often mistake one child’s name 
for another. Without either of these two interpretations or corrections, it 
becomes almost undeniable that a fi ne legal mind like Mandela’s is caught 
in self- contradiction. But (b) is more plausible as an alternative to (a) or 
the fi rst option because, like other nationalist-ideological philosophers such 
as Nkrumah, Nyerere, and Kaunda, Mandela was committed to African 
Socialism, which is of course neither Scientifi c Socialism nor Communism. 
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African Socialism is the communitarian ethics that helps to minimize eco-
nomic gaps and extreme poverty. 

 Th e Ubuntu ethic that Mandela used to distinguish South African liberal 
democracy from Western models of liberal democracy also became handy in 
dealing with his former enemies. He used the concept of Ubuntu, meaning 
“togetherness and forgiveness,” to call for the establishment of a Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission under the chairmanship of Bishop Desmond Tutu. 

 In summarizing Mandela’s legacy, Rita Bernard has written with eloquence 
about the highlights of his political philosophy and achievements.

  Gracious but steely, [Mandela] steered a country in turmoil toward a negotiated 
settlement: a country that days before its fi rst democratic election remained 
violent, riven by divisive views and personalities. He endorsed national recon-
ciliation, an idea he did not merely foster in the abstract, but performed with 
panache and conviction in reaching out to former adversaries. He initiated an 
era of hope that, while not long-lasting, was nevertheless decisive, and he gar-
nered the highest international recognition and aff ection (Rita Barnard,  Th e 
Cambridge Companion to Nelson Mandela p.1-26 ). 

        Conclusion 

 Th e lessons and insights for political philosophy to be learned from Mandela’s 
life and thought are too many to list here, but anyone’s list would be incom-
plete without some of these:

    1.    Political philosophy is not just a luxury for Western intellectuals and phi-
losophers. It is a transformative discipline that can improve the quality of 
life for all people determined to live together in peace and harmony.   

   2.    Freedom and justice should always be prioritized in any political negotia-
tion as these are fundamental to any viable political ideology or political 
philosophy worthy of human beings. Th e value of human rights, including 
the right not to be discriminated against by virtue of race, sex, religion, 
nationality, educational level, age, or disability, should be enshrined in all 
constitutions and emphasized in education and policy formulations.   

   3.    Th e case of South Africa clearly demonstrates the positive possibilities of 
the mutual cooperation and collaboration of state and religion.   

   4.    Political philosophers should incorporate the South African political expe-
rience into their research and textbook publications for use in the class-
room for the benefi t of all students.         
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