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Abstract

Thisarticle examinesthe concernsand debates that have arisen in African philosophy over
thelast few decades, and askswhether it continuesto be necessary for African philosophy
totakeonwhat theauthor calls* perversequestions’ or “ perverse preoccupations’ withthe
West. The author argues that to engage and respond to questions about the intellectual
capabilitiesof Africanthinkersor thepossibleexistenceof philosophical resourcesin African
culturesistorespondto perversequestions. To engagein academicdial oguesimplicitly or
explicitly guided by arequest or afelt need to justify and defend the very possibility of
Africanphilosophy or Africanrationality isto engagein perverseand unnecessary dialogues.
Becausetheseperversedebatesoften precede, prevent, or conditiontheformulation of
what count asnecessary debates, itisimportant that they beidentified and critically
assessed, andwhen possibl e, dispensed with. Only then can African philosophy pursue

necessary and fruitful debates

L A version of this paper was first presented at the Ralph Bunche Center for African Studies at UCLA in
2001, and arevised version was later delivered at the ISAPS conference at the University of Dar Es

Salaam, Tanzaniain 2003.


mailto:thoughtandpractice@gmail.com
mailto:thoughtandpractice@uonbi.ac.ke

2 Jennifer Lisa Vest

Is it not astonishing that, while we are ploughing, planting, and
reaping, ..., constructing bridges, building ships, working in metals,...
while we are reading, writing and ciphering, ... having among us
lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, orators and
teachers; that, while we are engaged in all manner of enterprises
common to other men, ... we are called upon to prove that we are
men! ... How should I look to-day, in the presence of Americans,
dividing, and subdividing a discourse, to show that men have a natural
right to freedom? Speaking of it relatively and positively, negatively
and affirmatively? To do so, would be to make myself ridiculous...

Frederick Douglass: "The Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro"

I ntroduction

Am | ahuman being? Are my thoughtsrational? Am | capable of philosophical thought?Isit
possi blefor meto beboth anindividua woman and aphilosopher?Or doesmy particular
identity asWoman? AsBlack?AsAfrican? AsNative?forecloseany possibility of my
being considered in more general or universal termsasathinker? These are perverse
guestions. Othersmay ask them of mebut | will not ask them of myself. Nor will | spend
valuabletimeindialoguetoresolvethem. | must beginmy intellectual career withcertain
assumptions about my own capacities, integrity, self worth, and importance in theworld. So

too should bethe case with African philosophy.

Inthispaper, | arguethat dialoguesin African philosophy should beginwith certain
necessary assumptions: wemust assumeit exists, that itispossible, that it is valuable, that it
isimportant. Wemust believethat being African doesnot invalidate aphilosophy,
deligitimizeit or evenrai sesuspicionsabout itsauthenticity. Most importantly, | argue, we
must not devoteall of our intellectual energy to convincing the world that African philosophy
isaworthwhileendeavor. To engage and respond to questions about theintellectual
capabilitiesof Africanthinkersor thepossibleexistenceof philosophical resourcesin African

culturesisto respond to perverse questions. To engagein academic dialoguesimplicitly or
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explicitly guided by arequest or afelt need tojustify and defend thevery possibility of
Africanphilosophy or Africanrationality istoengagein perverseand unnecessary dial ogues.
Because these perverse debates often precede, prevent, or condition theformulation of
necessary debates, itisimportant that they beidentified and critically assessed, andwhen
possible, dispensed with.

African philosophy has much to offer both the African continent and the discipline of
Philosophy. Thisbecomesevident whenweacknowledgethefact that African philosophers
ask new questions, answer old questionsin new waysand makeimportant
metaphilosophical contributions. Their work providesimportant critiquesof Western
philosophy, and al somakesavail abl eresources and model sfor | ndigenousphilosophersin
other cultures. Thusthecontributionsof African philosophersexpandthediscoursein
important ways. Beyond their contribution to thedisciplinemoregenerally, works by African
philosophersal so providenecessary critiquesof Africansociety, culture, and of theother
disciplinesstudiedin Africanuniversities. Consequently, theimportanceof African
philosophy both to Africansand to worldwideintellectual discourse cannot be
overestimated. Itisfor thisreasonthat wemust not allow colonialist and racist depictionsof

African cultureand rationality to shapethefield.

Definition

For many years, African philosophersfrom all over the continent have spent a considerable
amount of timeaddressing perversequestions. questionsconcerned centrally withthe
rationality, theintellectual capabilities, and thehumanity of Africaand her peoples. They
have been concerned, either explicitly or implicitly, with what the Philosopher D.A. Masolo
hasnamedthe” Rationality Debate” (Masolo 1994, 1). Despitethecurrent existenceof a
healthy academicliteratureon African philosophy wheresixty yearsago therewasnone, we
have not yet overcome the perverse preoccupationswhich constrained and limited the
creationof thefield. WhileAfrican philosophy isnolonger dominated by explicit questions
regardingitspossibility, it continuesto be shaped by implicit concernsregardingits
legitimacy and by assumptionsregarding itsdefinitioninrelation to Western philosophy.
Theseperversedebatesareproblematic precisely becausethey forestall theinitiation of
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moreseriousand morecreativedia ogueson African philosophy. They often obstruct
necessary dialogues. Perversedialogueshavethefollowing undesirableresults:

* They privilege European/Western culturesandintellectual productions, and seek todefine
African philosophy intermsof Western definitionsand categories.

* They seek to define African (and other non-Western) philosophiesinreactiontoorin
defense against pre-existing representati onsof thedevel opingworld/The Thirdworld/the
colonized/Africa/Blackness, etc.

* They givecredencetoracist questionsand assumptionsby devoting seriousscholarship
and discussionto addressing them, wheninfact they should bedismissed asillegitimatein

origin.

Incontrast, Necessary debatesarevital to theobject of African philosophy, asthey
privilegeAfricaand Africanissuesrelevant to Africanintellectual goalsand concerns.
Necessary debatesare defined by theintellectual goalsof African philosophers: they are
pivotal tolively and engaging discourse, they arevital for Africans- African thinkers, African
educational programsand African creativeexpression. Nobody can definewhat is
necessary for Africansbut Africansthemselves. African projectsof cross-cultural and
comparativist philosophy are necessary, but one-sided monologuesinitiated and instigated

by colonizing discourses are not necessary or productive for African philosophy.

Many African philosophersarecertainwehavedispensed with thesubstratum debrisof an
intellectual climate/periodwhen Africanrationality wasstill questioned, and yet perverse
reverberationsremain an integral part of our current discourse, however well disguised.
Preliminary debateshaveprovided somecontributory structurefor thefoundation of some
of the African philosophy school sof thoughts. Whileperversedial oguesnolonger dominate
the field, they have provided motivation for the settling of certain key debatesin African
philosophy, including theuniversal/particul ar debate, themodernity/tradition debate, andthe
logical/magical debate, anong others.
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Colonial Legacy

Theexistence of perverse dial ogues provides evidence of the continuing legacy of
colonialismintheintellectual production of Africans. Thecolonia conditionset thestagefor
and conditions the creation of post-colonial discourses such asthat on the existence and
nature of African philosophy. Because of previousand larger claimsmade by European and
Briti sh philosophersregarding European superiority and dominanceindisciplinessuch as
philosophy and science, African philosophershavefelt compelledto provethemsel ves.
Some African philosophersmight arguethat asaresult of thislegacy, African philosophers
haveno choicebut to engagein debateswhich correct previousrepresentationsof Africa
and Africanthought asinferior. It could be argued that the post-colonial condition isdefined
inpart by debatessuch asthese, and that undoing thelegacy of conquest and colonialism
includesanactivecritiqueof colonia fictions. | agreewithsuchaclaimonlyifitisusedto

defend explicit critical responsesto portrayalsof Africansas sub-rational.

If wecanidentify the perverse questionsof the colonizer for what they are, if wecan
consciously identify them asrootedinaraci st discoursethat sought tojustify injustice, thenit
ispossibleto answer them without making them legitimate. If however wefail to identify the
questionsasperverseinoriginandintent, if we place answering perversequestionsat the
center of our discourseor if wefail to explain why weare engaging them, thereisarisk that
the very act of taking such questionsseriously will contributeto the perpetuation of
Eurocentricrepresentationsof Africansand Africanthought. If African philosophyisto
move beyond being merely aneocolonialist responsetothe Global North, wemust actively

identify perverse questions, preoccupations and debatesin our work.

Theldentification of perversedia oguesisimportant because of thelink betweenthemand
current notionsabout devel opment. Notionsof devel opment areimbuedwith proscriptive
eva uationsand hierarchical categorizationswhich define Northern countriesasnormative
model sof economicand political organization, and by association, intellectual production,
for Southern countries. Such aclassificationisproblematicandinaccurate. Rather, Africans
have reasonto suspect that following in thefootsteps of the“ West”/North would be

detrimental totheir progress. What justification canwegivefor basing our discussionsand
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decisions about self-improvement on articul ations made by those peopleswho enriched
themselves at the expense of under-devel oping others and then naming those “ others’ as

backwards?1 would liketo suggest that no such justificationispossible.

Accordingto Eritrean phil osopher Serequeberhan, "inthenameof universality of val ues,
European coloniaismviolently universalizeditsownsingular particul arity and annihilated the
historicity of the colonized. Inthiscontext, western philosophy - in the guise of a
disinterested, universalistic, transcendental , specul ativediscourse - served theindispensable
function of being the ultimate ver acious buttress of European conquest” (Serequeberhan
1990, 4). We must recogni ze European philosophy asneither universalizablenor asan

appropriate normativemodel for African philosophy.

Challenging the universalization of al things Europe thus becomesan anti-colonial move for
Africanintellectual sand animportant metaphil osophical movefor Indigenousphil osophers
worldwide. Thevery possibility of Indigenousphilosophiesof any kind, but particul arly
those springing fromtheculturesof thepreviously col onized, challengestheentirefoundation
of Westernphilosophy. AsAfrican American philosopher, LuciusOutlaw, suggests, “the
questionof ‘ Africanphilosophy’ challengesthevery ideaof Philosophy asit has been
construed by ... [those] setting the agendas of philosophizinginthe West” (Outlaw 1996,
52). Such questioninginspiresadeep andthorough examination of thephil osophical
enterpriseasweknow it. What ismore, as African scholarsVaentine Mudimbe and D.A.
Masol o have both pointed out, itsestablishment isal so important because of itsroleinthe

anti-colonial and post-colonial re-creation and rehabilitation of African and Black identity.?

Perversepreoccupationsinfluenced early discussions of African philosophy and thewaysin
which early sub-debateswere decided. Debatesonliteracy vs. orality, modernvs.

traditional sourcesof philosophy, implicit vs. explicit expressionsof philosophy, sciencevs.

2 See Lucius Outlaw, On Race And Philosophy. New York : Routledge, 1996; V.Y. Mudimbe, The
Invention Of Africa : Gnosis, Philosophy, And The Order Of Knowledge. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1988; D.A. Masolo, African Philosophy In Search Of Identity. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1994,
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magical epistemologies, and universality vs. cultural particularity have al been shaped by
perversity. Thesediscussionsweredecidedin part asaresult of intellectual preoccupations
with Europeandisciplinary prescriptions. Theseprescriptionswere alsoinstrumental inthe
definition of many of the African schoolsof thought such asthe Ethnophilosophy,
Excavationist, Professional, Cultural, and Sagephil osophy schools. Whileperverse
preoccupationshavehistorically constrained andlimited what typesof debatesAfrican
philosophers feel they can engagein, aretrospectiveautocritical evaluation of the
philosophical motivationsof our work can beachieved only if weareableto evaluateissues

and debateswithin thefield with regard to their necessary or perverseelements. ®

African philosopherswho havedebated whether or not literacy isnecessary for philosophy
havebeen guided by perversepreoccupationswith proving Africanswerecivilized and
thereforeliterate. Thoseengagedindebatesabout theimportanceof traditional vs. modern
formsof African philosophy havetendedto bepreoccupiedwithdistancing African
philosophy fromtraditional beliefswhich previously havebeen usedtolabel Africansas
primitive. Argumentsabout theneed for African philosophy to have universal appedl have
often been col ored by preoccupationswith either proving that African philosophy was
similar to European and thereforeuniversal, or elsearguing that African philosophyis
particular to Africansonly and thereinliesitsvalue. Arguments made regarding the need for
alogical or scientificmethodin African philosophy arelikewisecol ored by preoccupations
with provingthat Africansaremodern and sophisticated, not guided by “ prelogical”

concernswith intuition and magic.

Necessary debates might include, for example, claims about the efficacy and uses of literacy

inphilosophy, but such debateswould al soincludeargumentsabout thevalueof orality and

® The classification of schools presented here is the author’s own. It includes Henry Odera Oruka's
categorization into the Professional, Sage and Ethnophilosophy schools, but adds to that a Cultural
school meant to designate those philosophers who base their definition of African philosophy on
culture, but do not necessarily employ ethnography or anthropological methods. The “Excavationist”
school designates those works which seek to examine philosophy in ancient Egyptian and Ethiopian

texts.
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performance. Argumentsfor and against literacy would not bebased on hierarchical
classificationsof culturesor with effortsto provethe humanity of Africans. Debatesonthe
relativemeritsof scientific epistemol ogiesand magico-religious epistemol ogieswould not be
guided by unspoken concernsabout measuring up to Western definitionsof devel opment
based onthe acquisition of Westerntechnology, nor would they be guided by Christian

monotheistic deval uationsof spiritist practicesasprimitive.

Defining African Philosophy

A critical evaluation of the history of debatesin African philosophy will illustrate the
pervasivenessof theproblem of perversity. Much of theliteraturein African philosophy until
very recently hasbeen preoccupied withthedefinition of thefield. Thisdefining processhas
included two preliminary, often conflicting projects: that of defining philosophy for Africaand
that of defining Africafor philosophy. Debatesbetween Professional or Scientific school
philosophersand Cultural or Ethnophil osophers, andlater Sage philosophers, havebeen
defined by their differing concernswith thesetwo projects. Thusearly Ethnophilosophers
wereconcerned primarily withthecreation of discourses, whether philosophical or religious,
whichwereuniquely African. Cultural and Sagephil osophershaveal so been concernedwith
defining such uniqueness, and haveaccordingly focused on the creation of discoursesthat
refer primarily toAfricancultural traditions, whereasProfessional school philosophershave
concerned themsel veswith defining what they called universal formsof African philosophy.
Such discourses, employing British and Anglo-American methods and topics, sought to
guaranteethat African philosophy would beidentified asphilosophy inthesamesensein

which Western philosophy was.

While adherents of the Professional school (such as Wiredu, Bodunrin, Hountondji and
Appiah) havecriticized the Ethnophilosophy school (whichisidentifiedwiththinkerssuchas
Tempels, Mbiti and Kagame) for adopting amethodol ogy that had itsoriginsin theworks of
Christian missionaries and European anthropol ogistsand thus|egitimated racist
representationsof Africanrationality, the Professional School hasalso beencriticizedforits
duplicationof Eurocentric definitionsof thediscipline. Thusitisnot any particular school of

thought that isguilty of engaging in perverse debates. One school may accuse another of



Perver se and Necessary Dialogues in African Philosophy 9

slavishly adheringtocolonialist or racist parametersintheir proposalsfor thefield, but the
truthisthat perverse dialoguesare not school specific. All schoolshavebeeninfluenced by

themto someextent (although certainly not all philosophersin each school have).

Neither theProfessional nor the Ethnophilosophy or Cultural philosophy schoolscanbe
shown to be more anti-colonial, or conversely more neo-colonial than the other, they just
have chosento provedifferent aspects of the samethesis - athesiswhich can be best
encapsulatedinthephrase, ‘Wearerational and thoughtful humanswith something
important to contributeto theworld.” Thuson the one hand, the Professional philosophers
accusethe Ethnophil osophersand Cultural philosophersof buyingintotheanthropologist’s
claimsthat Africanthoughtisdevoid of abstract thought, that itisauthor-less, stagnant and
unanimous, and emotional rather than rational. On the other hand, the Cultural philosophers
accusetheProfessional philosophersof adopting Eurocentricand neocolonial definitionsof
philosophy, of denying Africaany philosophy apart fromwhat wasintroduced by the
colonialists(Mudimbe 1988; Y ai 1977; Sumner 1980).* Even Sage philosophy, straddling
somekind of middleground between the other two school s, wasmotivated by this
subdiaogueonrationality. Both Orukaand Gyeke, among others, interviewed sagesinan
effort to locate “ an African Socrates’ . Western philosophy and Western definitions of
philosophy thusremainreferencestructuresdefining the Africanfield, whether they areused
asidealstoemulate or asbuttressesagainst whichrebuttal sarestaged. AsAfrican

American cultural theorist Audre Lorde pointed out solong ago, itis“anold and primary

* Mudimbe outlines the criticisms lodged against philosophers like Hountondji and

Towa: they have been criticized for “elitism”, “western dependency”, and neocoloniaism by
Philosophers Koffi, Abdou, Yai, and others. SeeV.Y. Mudimbe, Invention of Africa, p.160; O. Yai,
“Theory and Practice in African Philosophy: the Poverty of Speculative Philosophy”, Second Order
Vol.6 No.2, 1977; N. Koffi and T. Abdou, “Controversies sur L’ existence d' une Philosophie Africaine”,
African Philosophy, Charles Sumner ed. Addis-Ababa: Chamber Printing House, 1980.

® Africanist philosopher Gail Presbey tells us: “ Odera Oruka argued that the impetus for Sage
philosophy was to prove to Europeans that Africans could philosophize’: see Gail Presbey, “Who
Counts as a Sage? Problems in the Further Implementation of Sage Philosophy”, Quest Val. XI, %5,
1997, p.53. Presbey isreferring to chapter 17 of Oruka's Practical Philosophy, Nairobi: East African
Minimum, 1997, (posthumous).
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tool of all oppressorsto keep the oppressed occupied withthemaster’ sconcerns’ (Lorde
1984, 113)

Ethnophilosophy School Preoccupations

Thefirst worksin African philosophy, many written by scholarsin fields other than
philosophy, werelabel ed Ethnophil osophy by | ater philosophers. Thisschool isnotidentical
with the Cultural philosophy school, which emerged later and which consists primarily of the
works of academic philosophers. Nevertheless, the two schools share someimportant
claimsregarding the sources and methods of African philosophy. Thefoundational
Ethnophilosophy textswereimportant becausethey werethefirst to proposetheexistence
of African philosophy, avery radical proposition for itsday. However, because these early
workswereproduced by theologiansand religiousscholars, they wereheavily ladenwith
colonialist preoccupati onsinresponsetoracist representationsof Africans. Inaddition, early
work in Ethhnophilosophy was heavily influenced by Christian missionary projects. Because
theauthorswere Christian, they tended to focustheir effortson finding Indigenousreligions
combatablewith aconversion agendaand with rebutting the claims made by other Christians

regarding the “heathen,” polytheistic, “pagan” or “irreligious’ nature of African cultures.

Thefact that works produced by Ethnophilosopherswere often motivated by adesire to
liberate Africans from colonia thought does not save them from perversity. Paulin
Hountondiji, oneof themost severecriticsof Ethnophilosophy, admitted that thework of
Ethnophilosophers* rehabilitated theblack manand hisculturefromthescorn of whichthey
had until then beenvictims’ (cited in Masolo 1997, 196). Still, despite the anti-colonial and
pro-African motivations of many Ethnophilosophers, we must criticize their “declaring
differenceand repudiating Eurocentrismby retreatingintotraditional outlooksthat extol
Africanvalues’ inanuncritical way (Imbo 1998, 71). If we claim African cultureto be
valuableonly becauseitisnot European culture, wearestill trappedinaperversedial ogue
with an ever-present colonizer. Asimbo explains, “ adeclaration of differenceisnota
declaration of independenceif it ismerely areaction to, and is confined within the categories
of theWest” (Imbo 1998, 71). Anautocritical evaluation of African philosophical

discourseswhich seeksto uncover perversepreoccupationswill strengthentheanti-colonial
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intellectual project. Whether weare seeking to demonstrate African uniquenessor African
sameness, if our effortsareanchoredinthesubstantiation of claimsof Black humanity or

intellectual ability, they arealwaysalready polluted by perversity.

Another example of the effects of such preoccupations can befound in Kagame' s exposition
of Rwandan Bantu notions of being, in which he sought to find Bantu categories that
corresponded to Aristotelian categoriesof Substance, Place, Time, etc. (Kagame 1956). °
According to Masolo, Kagame' seffortsto “ provetheuniversality of the principleof unity”
required him to argue for “no significant differencesin the conceptsof Being asthey are
found in Greek and Bantu systems of thought” (Masolo 1994, 94). Thus, Kagame's
explication of Bantu metaphysicsismiredin perversepreoccupationswithfindingan African

ontology equal to and similar to that of the Greeks.

Many of the early Ethnophilosopherswerereligiousscholarsandtheologians(suchas
Mulago, Bahoken, and Mbiti), who, despite their anti-colonial efforts, were clearly
motivatedin part by perversepreoccupations. Tempels, Mbiti, |dowu, Mulago and Opoku
wereall preoccupied withidentifying monotheism and Christian-like beliefsin the traditional
belief systemsof Africans (Tempels 1949; Mbiti 1969; |dowu 1973;Mulago 1955). “ The
aim of such works has been to prove that Africans have abelief in one Supreme Being.”
(Masolo 1994, 121) Despitethefact that the victimization of Africantraditional religionsby
the “ processes of modernization, Europeanization, and colonization,” necessitated the re-
claiming and rehabilitation of African Gods asintegral to the post-colonial healing of African
identity, theunjustified preoccupation these schol arsdemonstrated with monothei smproves
problematic given historicevol utionist anthropol ogical representationsof civilizationinterms
of monotheism (Masolo 1994, 122).

Actively expressingtheinfluenceof perversepreoccupationsaffordsustheopportunity for

deeper theoretical scrutiny.

® Masolo 1994, 88; AlexisKagame, La Philosophie Bantu-Rwandaise de Lettre Academie Rotale des

Sciences Memoires in 8 Nouve, Seriexii, | Brussels.
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Theologian John S. Mhiti, the seminal author of one of the earliest African-authored works
on African religion and philosophy, concerned with changing the problematic
representationsof African philosophy, wrote, “ Africanreligionsand philosophy havebeen
subjectedtoagreat deal of misinterpretation, misrepresentation and misunderstanding.
AccordingtoMbiti, “ They havebeen despi sed, mocked, and dismissed asprimitiveand
underdeveloped.” Y et Mbiti did not believethat traditional religion of Africaisthe best
religion for Africans. Rather hefully expected Christian convergenceto prevail over the
continent and celebrated traditional Africanreligionsonly to the extent that they facilitated
the eventual conversion of Africans. According to Mbiti, “Christianity,” “holdsthe greatest
andtheonly potentialitiesof meetingthedilemmasand challengesof modern Africa.” (Mbiti
1969, 362). Because he was, in hisown words, “writing asan African Christian...[who]
sees hismission as assimilating [the] unique African universe, withitsdeepreligiosity, tothe
message of Christianity” (Mbiti 1969, 13), and trying “to counteract the myths of the African
asasavage incapable of religious sentiment...” hiswork provides another example of a
dialogue with the West responding to racist representations of Africa. He wanted to prove
to Westernersthat Africanswere Christian-likein their religious views and therefore civilized

(Imbo 1998, 63).

The Ethnophilosophy School was heavily influenced by the work of Negritude thinkers. Poet
and philosopher L eopol d Senghor, oneof theoriginatorsof theNegritudemovement, claims
to havedevel oped negritudeas” aweapon. ..asaninstrument of liberation” (Senghor 1970,
179-92) and “aresponse to the modern humanism that European philosophersand scientists
have been preparing since the end of the nineteenth century...” (Senghor 1970, 184). He
defined African thought as* diametrically opposed to the traditional philosophy of Europe’
(Senghor 1994, 30). He has been criticized for “endorsing the European definitions of
Africa’ and agreeing withthe Eurocentric view that Africaand Europeareinherently
different (Imbo 1998, 14). It hasbeen argued that “ Negritude takes back all thosefeatures
onwhich eurocentrism placed anegative value” (Imbo 1998, 85) but flips the scrip and
embracesthesetraitsaspositiveand thusclaiming for Africans“adifferent kind of reason.”
Accordingto Senghor, “ Europeanreasoningisanalytic, discursiveby utilization; Negro-

African reasoning isintuitive by participation” (Senghor 1964, 74). They are opposites. His
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work agreeson thedifferencesbetween the culturesand peoplesbut disagreesontheir
relativeworth. He sel ectsthose characteristicstraditionally disparaged by racists as proof of
Africa sbackwardnessandlaudsthem asproof of Africa suniquecontributiontotheworld.
Whether one readsthis project as anti-colonial or problematically neocolonial inorientation,
it’ spreoccupati onwith dial oguing with Europe and addressing European definitions of

Africarendersit, accordingtomy definition, intellectually perverse.

Excavationist School Preoccupations

A similar preoccupation with the West isfound in the works of some Excavationist School
philosophers such as Cheikh Anta Diop and Obenga, among others. The search for a
gloriousAfrican past, heavily influenced by adesireto ‘ set the record’ straight with regard
towhereexactly the* cradleof civilization” is, which characterizes the work of
Excavationistslike Diop, Obenga, and Bilolo, ismotivated by a perverse preoccupation with
Western claimsthat Africalacked civilization. Thus, in hisattemptsto address|ongstanding
prejudicesagainst African civilization, Diop gets caught up in a“ systematic counter-
European narrative” (Imbo 1998, 71) in order to " explain the contrary view.” (Masolo

1994, 18).

Likewise, Obenga, inhisdissertationon Ancient African philosophy explainstheneedto
document ancient African philosophic history intermsof the need to prove African
rationality. Hewrites, “ All themajor i ssuesthat have engaged the attention of philosophersin
Asia, Europe, America, etc. canbefoundin African philosophy... Any doubt about the
reasonand rationality in Africawaschiefly dueto anthropol ogical innuendoes. Philosophy as

suchwasnot, and hasnever been, amystery tothe Africanmind” (Obenga2004,49)

Whilescholarslike Diop and Olelahave beenlauded for their effortsto disproveracist
accounts of Africa, and whilel agreewith Masolo’ s claim that Diop makesa“significant
contribution” toaninterrogati on of eurocentrismand" itspretensionsasadependablesource
of knowledge about other (non-European) culturesand peoples’ (Masolo 1994, 18), the
preoccupation Diop haswith*“ counteringtheHegelianlegacy” rendersthis project perverse
(Masolo 1994, 19)
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Thereare some Excavationist philosopherswho arenot trying to provethat Africahas
indeed madeacontributiontotheintellectual history of humanity inresponseto colonialist
claimsthat Africalacksthe capacity for abstraction. Thework of Excavationist Philosopher
TeodrosKiros, for example, on the 16™ century Ethiopian philosopher ZeraY acobisnot
guided by aneed torespondto racist portrayals (Kiros2004). However, Excavationist
Olelawho argues that “the historical foundation of the Modern African World-View as well
asthat of the Greeksand Romans, camefrom Ancient Africans’ isguided by thedesireto
defeat “theargument ...that the African mindisin noway capable of any systemic
philosophy” (Olela 1998, 43). Why, | ask, must we engage in such ridicul ous claims about

the intellectual capacities of awhole continent?

Professional School Preoccupations

Thework of theProfessional school philosophersisalsoheavily influenced by perverse
preoccupations. In reaction to what they saw asthe pitfallsof early worksby
ethnophilosophers, Professional school philosopherssought toavoid simplisticand uncritical
over-valuationsof Africantraditions. Recognizingthetrap entailedindefining African
philosophy astheantithesisof Western philosophy, they neverthelessfell intotheir own
perversetraps. For example, thework of Professional school philosopherssuchas
Bodunrinand Hountondji wasmotivated by their desiretodisprovewestern stereotypes
that:

* Africanthought wasprelogical, irrational, and non-scientific;

* Africanculturewasparticular, subjective, and not universalizable; and thus

* Africanshad no heritage of philosophical thought

Their preoccupation with these stereotypes had many implications for the formulation of the
field. It has meant, for example, that members of the Professional school have sought to
minimizethedistinctionsbetween Africanand Western philosophiesintheir formulationof an
African philosophy that closely resemble mainstream British and Anglo- American forms of
philosophical production. Becausetheexplicit debateat the center of early Professional

school formulation concernedtheuniversality of philosophy, it wasimportant to membersof
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this school that African philosophy have universal value. They gaveit universality by

universalizing Europe - and therein liesits perversity.

We can seethis sentiment expressed, for exampl e, in thework of Benin philosopher
Hountondji, who hasargued that European philosophy has universal value whereas African
philosophy (asdefined by theearly Cultural philosophers) doesnot. Heisimpatient withthe
lengthy debatesthat have occurred over thedefinition of African philosophy, and isurgent
about the need for African philosophy to have the same universality that European
philosophy has.” It must havethe* same universal aimsasthose of any other philosophy in
theworld,” hewrites. Hountondji hasbeenvery critical of “ ethnophilosophers’, whose
work, he contends, is colored by their compulsion to dialogue with the West in order to
defend andreinvent themsel ves. Thisdial ogue, hesays, “ encouragestheworst kind of
cultural particularism.” Hedoubtswhether theword philosophy can*retainitshabitual
meaning” when qualified by theword “ African”. Heisconcerned about the* simpleaddition
of an adjective necessarily chang[ing] themeaning of thesubstantive.” For him, what isat
stakeindefining an African philosophy uniqueto Africa, or at least different fromthe
“habitual meaning” (Hountondji 1983, 66) is “theuniversality of theword ‘ philosophy’
throughout its possible geographical applications’ (Hountondji 1983, 56). For Hountondji, a
philosophy that isexplicitly cultural cannever beuniversal. Like Ghanaian philosopher
Appiah, hebelievesthat whilethemesand questionscanvary from philosopher to
philosopher and from cultureto culture, asinglestyleof inquiry must be preserved. Hedoes
not believewe should define such astyle of inquiry for Africa: he believesthat the best style
of inquiry already exists. For him, “the African peopleswhotake over thetheoretical

" Most of the early literature on African philosophy was concerned with the questions, “Is there an
African Philosophy?’ and “How should African Philosophy be defined?’ See, for example, C. Momoh,
“African Philosophy: Does it Exist?’ Diogenes 130, 1985; Anta Diop and I. Okpewho, “The Search for a
Philosophy of African Culture”, Cahiers d' Etudes Africaines Vol.21 No.4, 1981, p.587-602; Kwasi
Wiredu, “On an African Orientation in Philosophy”, Second Order: An African Journal of Philosophy,
Vol.1No.2, 1972; H. Odera Oruka, “ The Fundamental principles in the Question of African Philosophy”,
Second Order, No.4, 1975, pp.44-55; Innocent Onyewuenyi, “Is there an African Philosophy?’ Journal
of African Studies, Vol.3 No.4, 1976, pp.513-528.
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heritageof Western philosophy, assimilating andtranscendingit, are producing authentic

African philosophy” (Hountondji 1983, 67).

Hountondji’ sadoption of aEuropeanuniversal includesabelief intherel ativeinferiority of
non-Europeanthought. Thusin hiscritiqueof Ethnophilosophy, Hountondji insiststhat
proposalsfor the study of Y oruba, Dogon, or Akan Philosophy areflawed fromthe
beginning because, purportedly, theworl dviewsof theseethnic groupscannot possibly
measureup to Europe. For Hountondji and other Professional School adherents, it goes
without saying that European philosophy isthemodel for all other philosophy, so that to
innovate somewhat onthismodel isall that isnecessary to do philosophy inanational

(African or non- European) context.

WhileHountond;ji isableto comeup with numerousreasonswhy African philosophy isnot
universal, he never questionsthe universality of European or Anglo American Philosophy.
Instead, he seeksto show how African philosophy (whereitisdefined toincludetraditional
Indigenousthought) hasfailedtoliveuptothename philosophy precisely becauseit does
not adequately measure up to thework of European and American philosopherssuch as
Hume, Kant, or Spinoza. “What amockery itis,” hewrites, “ to compare such ambitious
philosophers(e.g. Hegel, Spinoza) withwhat anthropol ogistsaretoday presentingtothe
world as African systems of thought” (Hountondji 1983, 74).

Indeed, for thinkerssuch asHountond;i, no philosophical manipulation of an African
worldview or system of thought can possi bly count asphilosophy intheuniversal sense,
precisely becausein order to be universal, philosophy must beginin modern Europeor
North America. That Hountondji subscribesto aEuropean notion of universal philosophyis
also evident inthevariousdefinitionshegivesfor what doesand doesnot count as
philosophy. For example, he makes scientist-tinged argumentsfor philosophy, defining it as
“no morethan reflection on theaims of science” (Hountondji 1983, 73). He also defines

science as“acoredisciplineor subdiscipline of philosophy.” (Hountondji 1983 p.xiii)
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Likewise, philosopher Anthony Appiaharguedfor aEuropeanuniversal, insisting that
African philosophy must bear afamily resembl anceto European philosophy. For him, while
“Western academic philosophy may haveahardtimeagreeingonitsowndefinition”, itis
clear what is not philosophy. “In the Euro-Americantradition”, heexplained, “ nothing can
count asphilosophy, for example, if it doesnot discuss problemsthat haveafamily
resemblancetothoseproblemsthat havecentrally concerned thosewecall * philosophers™
(Appiah 1989, 110). Heaskswhy, if African philosophy hasadifferent set of problems
and/or adifferent methodol ogy from European philosophy, weshouldwanttocall it
philosophy atall. Hebelievesthat thereisaset of universal, “ necessary” questions which
constitutephilosophy. Similarly, Appiaharguedthat, for example, “the Africanbelief in
witchcraft [whichisrepresentativeof thethought system of Africal isdogmaticandit makes
sense only within one culture and the corresponding conceptual framework. It cannot be
trang ated into or understood withinadifferent cultural scheme; henceit cannot meetthe

requirementsof universal rationality” (Ikuenobe1997, 192)°

Philosopher Peter Bodunrin advancessimilar arguments. “ Any study of traditional society,”
accordingtoBodunrin, must “ begin by an examination of philosophical issuesand
conceptionsthat haveloomed largely inthe history of world philosophy” “1f aproblemis
philosophical”, headds, “it must haveauniversal relevancetoal men” (Bodunrin 1991,
173). For him, the history of Western philosophy isthe history of world philosophy, andit
alonedefineswhatisof ‘ universal relevance.” For him, thereisanantagonisticrelationship
between the particul arity of African culture and the universality of Western culture. He
warns, “ our culture may be dear to usbut truth must be dearer.” ° He refers to what he calls

“the problemsof determinism and freedom, the self and consciousness- to which

8here, Ikuenobe is referring to the argument that Appiah makes in Necessary Questions, on page 203
Ikuenobe, “Parochial Universalist...”, 192.

% This argument is made in the context of his critique of Hallen and Sodipo’s discussion of “apparent
inconsistencies” in certain Y oruba notions of causation. Barry Hallen andJ.O. Sodipo, Knowledge,

Belief and Witchcraft: Analytic experimentsin African Philosophy. London: ethnographics,1986.
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philosophers have not yet found asolution” as*“the genuine perennial problems.”*° He thus
failstonoticetheparticul arly European character of these* perennial” questions. Heal so
limitsthefield of possiblequestionstothosewhich European philosophers* havenot founda
solutionto yet” (Bodunrin 1991, 175-6). He believes, asmany mainstream philosophersdo,
that certain questions are already answered - that because certain Western philosophers

have addressed certain problems, they areno longer in need of further reflection.

Twenty years after hisfirst publication on thetopic, Bodunrin cameto the point of admitting
that acertain western biashad prevented him fromrecogni zing the existence of non-
Europeanformsof philosophy. Inalater interview, headmitted that there may bemorethan
oneway of doing philosophy, but he still believed that the Western approach wasthe
superior one. Inreferenceto hischange of opinion regarding the existence of non-European
philosophies, heexplained: “...... | agreethat the Westernisoneway of looking a the
world, the Chineseisoneway of looking at theworld, the |slamicisoneway of looking at
theworld, theChristian...But theworld cannot stop here. L etsgo to thenext stageto argue
well. You arethisway. | am thisway and-the way | am is better that (sic) the way you
are...wehavetobeable, however unpleasant it may beto our own cultures, to ourselves,
we haveto be ableto say: A isbetter than B” (Graness 1996). The extent to which his
thinkingiscolored by aconquering and colonizing European legacy isevident in his
determination of which philosophiesare best. Hewent onto explain that the best
philosophiescan belocated by ascertaining the statusof thesocietiesinwhichthey are
produced. Heargues, “Y outell methe African way of life hasits own logic and so on.
Okay, and | ask thequestion; If itisequally good asthe Christian scientific world-view, how
isitthat this(sic) traditional societiesare among the poorest intheworld today?How isit
that they are among the most backward in the world today?’ (Graness 1996). Bodunrin

appearsto conflateglobal economicswithintellectual ability. For Bodunrin, inhisrevised

19 See P.O. Bodunrin, “The Question of African Philosophy”, H. Odera Oruka ed. Sage Philosophy,
Nairobi: African Center for Technological Studies, 1991, pp.175-6.

Notice that Bodunrin refers to men, not women. Far from being an oversight, this language is probably
the most accurate, as judging from the history of western philosophy, it has never been intended to

refer to or include women.
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view, the European way of thinking may not betheonly way, but itisthe only way worth
discussing. Likewitches, other formsof philosophy, in Bodunrin’ sestimation, are simply not
worth botheringwith. Heargueshisposition by asking therhetorical question, “so, ifitis
truethat we have some superior way of thought, how isit that the West isour head?’**
Bodunrinisnot aloneinthisbelief. Philosopher Marcien Towa, also critical of
Ethnophilosophy, argues, accordingto Masol o’ sdiscussion, that “ thescientificand
technological inferiority of Africaor Chinaincomparisonwith Europeishistorical evidence
that neither Africansnor the Chinese have had the proper kind of philosophy intheir
traditional past.”*2

Inhisearly work, philosopher Kwasi Wiredu al so argued that African philosophy must
mimic European and Anglo-American forms. “ The African philosopher,” deduced Wiredu, *
hasno choicebut to conduct hisphilosophical inquiriesinrelationto the philosophical writing
of other peoples, for hisown ancestorsleft himno heritage of philosophical writings.”
(Wiredu 1998, 98) ** Clearly these claims by Professional School philosophersare colored
by perversepreoccupati onswith European definitionsof societal devel opment and cultural
sophisticationdefinedintermsof theacquisition of Westerntechnol ogy and Christianity.
Thisdoesnot mean that the work produced by Professional School philosophers| not

motivated by lofty aims.

! See Graness 1996.

2seeDA. Masolo, African Philosophy in Search of Identity, p.169. Masolo is here referring to
Marcien Towa's publications, Essai Sur la Problematique Philosophique dnas “ I’ Afrique Actuelle,
Yaounde: Cle, 1971 and L’ldee d’une Philosophique Africaine, Yaounde: Cle, 1979.

3 He defined philosophy as “what modern Professional philosophers produce...” 38. Wiredu, “How Not
to Compare African Thought and Western Thought,” In African Philosophy, An Anthology, E. Eze ed.
Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1998, p.198.
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Accordingto philosopher FidelisOkafor, thegoal of Professional School formulationsof
philosophy was"to destroy themyth of savagery" perpetuated by the" Colonial West" which
portrayed Africansas 'non-rationa’ (Okafor 1993, 97). Why should Africans provethey
arerationa, thoughtful , intellectual ly sophisticated persons? Towhom must they provethis?
Why must African philosophy bedefinedintermsof areactiontoforeign

mi srepresentations?Why must weasBlack peopledevoteour greatest mindstoengagingin
dialoguesdesignedto proveour humanity?1 arguethat not only are African philosophers
under no obligation to engage perverse dial oguesbut that the project of African philosophy
isbest served by eschewing such engagement or at theleast by being aware of the

obfuscating rolesuch dialogueshavefor African philosophy.

Determiningwhether or not existing debatesareperverseinorigincanaid Africanthinkersin
identifying debatesthat are necessary to the devel opment of thedisciplineand not merely
prompted by external representationsand theneedtoreply tothem. If thereisawidespread
belief inwitchesin many partsof Africa, perhapsadebate onthe ontology of witchcraftis
necessary, regardlessof how it fitsinto existing discoursesof primitivereligionsauthored by
Westernwriters. If thereisawidespread belief inintimateontol ogical rel ationshi psbetween
humans, animal s, plants and inanimate objects, then perhaps an African metaphysician
shouldexplorethisidea, regardlessof how it might bedisparaged by Europeanthinkerswho
might classify such belief sasanimistic andthereforenot worthy of investigation. Perhapsthe
ideas of important men and women ought to be studied by Sage philosopherswhether or
not they can becomparedto theideasof Socrates. Perhaps Africanlanguagesought to be
studiedfor their epistemol ogical insightsregardlessof whether similarinsightscanbefound
in Anglo-American Analyticinvestigationsof language. PerhapsAfrican phil osophersought
toengageinintercultural dialogueswith Asian, Native Americanand African American
philosophers, and nolonger focusall of their attention on Westerninterlocutors. Perhaps
effortssuch asthesewill lead to adefinition by African philosophersof the Necessary

Debatesin their field.
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Conclusion

Whileengagement in perversedia oguesmay havebeennecessary intheearly formulations
of African philosophy, thereisno reason at thispoint for African philosophy to continueto
allow their ubiquitousinfluenceonit. By becoming aware of thetendency to engageinsuch
dial oguesby African philosophersinvariousschool sof thought, wecan approach our work
more critically and refuseto engagein these preoccupations, thusfreeing oursel vesto pursue
other moreimportant subjects. Checkingfor perversepreoccupationsshouldbeoneof the
testseach new work in African philosophy issubjected to. We can acknowledgehistorical
misrepresentati onsand stereotypeswithout devoting all of our scholarshiptodisproving
them. Wecanacknowledgethehistorical centrality of Europeanand Britishthinkersinthe
disciplinewithout preserving or reifying that ethnocentrism. Wecan acknowledgetherole
andlegacy of intellectual colonialismwithout limiting our worksto theexclusiveassertion of
anti-colonial arguments. A metaphil osophical assessment of perversepreoccupationsinthe
genealogy of African philosophy will clear theway for African philosophy to pursuethe

debatesrelevant and necessary to the project of African philosophy.
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