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Philosophy 15 essentially a rellective acuvity. To
philosophize is to reflect on human experience in
search ol answers to some fundamental guestions.
As man tukes a reflective look at himself or the
world around him, he is filled with “wonder,” and
some (undamental questions arse in his mind.
When he refleets on these flundamental questions in
search of answers, he 15 philosophizing. Both Plato
and Anstotle 1ell us that this “wonder™ is the
beginning of philasophy, “Ttis threugh wonder that
men now begin and orginally began 10 philoso-
phize™ Plato echoes this same view in Reprblic

when he says that there is no other beginning of

philosophy than this “wonder.”™ Thus rhe first
step in the philosophical activity is this “wonder™
that accompanics man's experimental contact
with himself or the world around him. This wonder
aives rise to some fundamental questions, and this
i the second step. The third step 35 taken when
man begins to retleet on these fundamental ques-
tions in search of answers. At this stage, the man in
yuestion is philosophizing, and if he puts down his
reflections in writing he has written a philosophical
buok.

Human experience is the source of the reflective
activity known as philosophy. This experience
could ¢ither be man's own experience of himself
{subjectivity) or his experience of the world around
him (objectivity). tHence philosophy could stan
from subjectivity or from objectivity. The carly

Vrom Phidusapliy in Afvica: Trends and Pevspertives, od. T
(). Bodunrin, University of Tfe Press {1983), reproduced
by kind permission of 1. (). Bodunrin.

Cireek philosophers began from objectivity. As they
observed the world around them they were filled
with the philosuphic “wonder.” T'hey were amazed
at two things that struck them with particular
mterest, i, they were struck by the diversity and
the unity in the universe. They observed that things
arpund them were amaxingly diverse; but al the
same time they alsa observed that there way a basic
unity in the midst of this diversity, Sceond, they
were struck by the fact of change in the universe.
They noticed that things were constantly changing:
but at the same time they also observed that there
was a basic continuity in the midst of these changes.
Thus they observed thar the universe combined
unicy with diversity and continuity with changes.
These phenomena set ithe carly Greek philosophers
thinking, in search of explanations. Thus the
marvels of the physical universe led the carly Greck
philosophers into philosophizing. Tndeed such phe-
nomena as the immensity of space, the immensity
of the universe, the amazing varicty of things, the
idea of time, the ceaseless changes going on in the
world around us, the continuity in the midst of
these changes, the basic unity in the midst of
diversity, the seasons of the year; the heavenly
bodies and their orderly circular movement, the
starry sky, the sun, the moon, etc., have led to deep
reflections and philosophizing all over the world, In
his Critigue of Practical Reason, Kant tells us that
twi things fill him with wonder, namely, the starry
sky above and the moral law within.

But, as it has been already mentioned, philoso-
phizing can also start from the human person.
Indeed man has within himself a richer source of
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philosophy than the physical universe, For the
nuarvels and the complexities of 1he human person
far exceed those of the physical universe, The
brevity of human life, the vicissirudes of Tife, man’s
superiority over the rest of nature which he conrrols
and dominates, his power and weaknesses, his joys,
sorrows, successes and failures, his finirude, hig
cxperience of suffering, miserv, discase, death and
decay, man's greatness and misery, ¢te., have led to
deep reflection and philosophizing all over the
world. Buddha's philosophy, for example, arose
from his reflection on human suffering. Reflection
on these phenomena of human existence gives rise
ta sorne basic questions about the nature of the
human being: what kind of being iy man, so
powerlul and vet so weak, so great and ver so
miserable? Today he is strong and powerful,
tomorrow he is gone, and ihat is the end of him.
Man has a natural yearning (or continued existence,
his strongest instinct is the instinet of self-preser-
vation — his wish o continue living. Yet his life-
span 1 bricl and is often terminated contrary to his
deepesr desire, and all his efforts 1o resist this
impoesed termination are futile. Man has a strong
natural desire 1o know, he is by mature curious. Yet
his knowledge is so limited that he does not know
even himself. Lle does not know why he ¢xists and
he has no answers to his own basic questions about
himself. }le did not choose ro come ino this world,
he simply found himself'in it without knowing why:
and souner or larer he will be foreed out of it Like
c¥erything else in the universe, man simply appears
i i and eventually disappears from ic “What a
chimera is man!” exclaimed Pascal, a chaus, a
subject of contradiction. "Uhus, man is o himseli s
problem, a mystery. What is his origin? Whar is hig
ultimate destiny? Why Iy he here? What happens
when he 1x forced our of this life? 1s he completely
part af nature or does he transcend nature? ls the
difference between him and the lower animals a
ditference in degree or a ditference in naturer What
is he living for? as his life any ulimate meaning?
Is there a foree over and above man that controls ail
these? If there is such a force can it be known!?

T'hese and similar questions are fundamental
questions about the human person. They have Jed
to deep reflecrions all over the world. To reflect on
such questions in search of explanations or answers
is to philosophize, There Is no part of the world
where men never reflect on such basic questions
about the human person or ubout the physical
universe. In ather words, there i no part of the
world where men do nor philosophize, The wen-
Ca>

dency to reflect on such fundamental philosophic
questions 15 part of human nature; it is rooted in
man’s natural instinet of curiosity — the instingt 1o
know,

ITuman nature and human experience are basi-
cally the same all over the world, and the rendeney
ta philosophize is part of human nature. Henee the
German philosopher Karl Jaspers says that “man
cannut avold philesophizing.”™ In a certain sense,
that 1s, in a luose sense, every man is a philosopher
in as much as every man at one time or another in
the course of s life reflects on some of the
fundamental philosophic questions about human
life or about the physical universe. At funerals, for
example, or at the sight of a dead body, or in the
face ol sulfering, sickness, pain, misery ere., men
are apt to refleer on the meaning and value of
human life. Towever, in (he strict sense of the
word, a philosopher is one who devotes a good deal
of his time reflecting on these questions and who
frequently and habitually does this. There are such
peeple all aver the world; they are to be found
among all peoples, in all cvilizations and in every
part of the globe. [tis not anly in the Western world
that men reflect on the fundamental questions
about human life or about the universe. 'Those wha,
in any civilization, were particalarly struch with
“wonder” ar the marvels and complexities ol the
human being or the physical universe, and ire-
quently devoted a lor of time reflecting on the
fundamental gquestions arising from these marvels
or complevitics, constitute the philosophers of
these cvilizations, Tt 35 not necessary to employ
Aristotelian or the Russellian logic in this veflective
activity before one can be deemed to be philoso-
phizing, [t Is not necessary to carry out this
reflective activity 1n the same way that the Western
thinkers did. Ability to reason logically and coher-
ently 15 an integral part of man’s rationality. The
power of logical thinking 1s identical with the power
of ratinnality. 11 is therefore false to say that people
catnor think logically or reason coherently unless
they employ Arisrorle’s or Russell’s form of logic or
even the Western-type argumentation, Same peo-
ple, trained in Western philosaphy and s method,
agsert that there is no philesephy and no philoso-
phizing outside the Western tvpe of philosophy or
the Western method of phnlosophizing (which they
call “seientific” or “1echnical™). Tn his book 4w
Introduction to Western Philosuphy, Professor Antony
Flew says that philosophy consists of argument
“firgt, last and always,” and since there s no
argument in Eastern thought (ot so he thinks) there



is conscquently no philosophy n Fastern thoughi,
Similarly, referring ro Adrican traditional philoso-
phy, Professor Wiredu has this to say: “withour
argument and clarification, there i, strictly, no
philosophy.™" African traditional philosophy, ac-
cording to him, is termed philosophy only on a
gencrous understanding of the term. Professor
Wiredu is well-versed in Wesiern philosophy,
capecially the Anglo-Saxon analyvic tradirion which
sces philosophy essentially in terms of logic, analy-
s15 and clarification of terms. "Uhis 15 the impression
ane gets from his writings. Le is certainly one of the
leading Atrican philosophers of today and he has
contributed a great deal to African philosophy.
However, when he says that withour argumentation
and clarification there 1% strictly no philosophy, he
means Weslern-type argumentation. In other words,
he means that il the reflective activity is not carried
oul through the Western-type argument and clari-
ficatiom {which the British analyoe trradimion nsists
on) then 1t 15 not philosophy. In the first place, the
essence of philosophy 1s not urgument but retlec-
1ion, and this dos not have to take the form of the
Western-type argument, Wherever there 3s reflee-
tion on the (undamental questions aboul man or
abaut the universe (whatever form this reflection
may tiake} there 1s philasophy.

We must distinguish berween philosophy and its
maode ol transmission and preservation. Philosophi-
cal retlections can be preserved and transmitted in
a number of ways. By far the best way o transmit
and preserve them is by writing, in the form of
books. The advantages in this mede ol preservation
and transmission are enormous; not only are these
reflections preserved and transmuiteed intact, the
philosophers whose reflections are so preserved and
transmtitted are also identfied and known individu-
ally. In this way it 15 possible to know who the
original authors of certain ideas or views are, either
through their own writings or through the writings
of those who wrote about them (as s the case wath
men ke Buddha, Socrates, Jesus Christ who
themselves Teft no wrinng behimed), The Western
world then has been fartunare in this regard sinee
the art of writing has been in exisrence for a very
lomg time in the West and consequently, this has
made it possible to preserve substantially the
reflections of its philosophers. We therefore can
now talk of Socrates, Plato, Aristorle, Kant, FHegel,
cte. Bur who can say that orher civilizations do not
have their own philosaphers® Who can say that
men of other civilizations do nor think, do not
reflect on the basie philosophic guestions about
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human life or about the universe? Men of the
Western world were not the only people blessed
with rationality, with iniclligenee, with thought,
with the insrinet of curinsity. T'hese are all charact
teristics of human narure and are to he found among
all peaples all over the globe. All civilizations, all
people, have their awn philosophers — their own
Socrates, their aown Plato, their own Descartes,
their awn Flegel, ete, In this Africa cannat be an
exception. Lunfortunately, due o the absence of
records 1n writing in Africa until recent times, the
philosophical reflections of African thinkers were
not preserved effectively.

The fact that the philosophical reflections of
African thinkers in the past were not preserved or
transmitted by writing accounts for the fact that
these philosophers remain unknown to us. But this
does nut mean that they did not exist, for we have
fragments of ther pholosophical refleetions and
their views preserved and ransmitted o us through
channels other than writing such as mythologies,
formulas of wise-savings, traditional proverbs, sto-
rics, and cspeciatly rebgion. This is w osay that
writing, though the most effective, is not the only
means of transmitting knowledge across genera-
tions. Apart from mythologies, wise savings, world-
views, knowledge can be preserved in the
socio-political see-up of the people. These are the
channels through which the retlections and views ot
African philosophers have been preserved and
transmitted to us in Africa. These philosophical
reflections and views have therefore become, in the
process of transmission over ages, part of the
African way of life, part of the African cultre and
heritage. HBut the individual oriminal authors of
these views remain unknown to us. Yet we know
that these views must have been the fruits of deep
and sustained philosophical reflections by some
ndividual African thinkers in the past, For wheru
there 1 smoke there must be some hre even when,
for some reason, the [ire1s nat seen, The ragments
ol philosophical reflections, wdeas and world-views
Transmiticd to us through the formulas of wise-
savings, through proverbs, storics, socio-politcal
organizations, myrhology, through religious doc-
trines and practices did not originate from a
vacuum. They are evidences of deep philosophical
refllecitong by somee gified indiveduat Uavkers who
were the African pliafosepieers of the past, the African
counterparts of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, escartes,
Kant, Hegel, cte. Professor Wiredu calls African
rraditional philosophy “community thought” and
savs that it s not the creation of any specifiable set
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of philosophers.™ lle says it is the common
property of all and sundry. 13ocs Professor Wiredu
mean that these ideas, these insights, these world-
views ete., did not originate from individual
thinkers? How then did they originate in the first
place? We know that cthere 15 no such thing as
collective consciousness or community conscious-
ness in the strict sense of the word. For consclous-
ness s always an individual consciousness and
thinking is always done by individuals. "['he term
“ecommunity thought”” can mean nothing other than
the thoughr of individeals in a community, for
thinking 1s always done by individuals. African
traditional philosophy must have originated from
some¢ particular individual thinkers, individual
philosephers who have reflected on the fundamen-
tal questions arising {rom human experience. Pro-
tessor Wiredu says that they are the common
property of all and sundry, bur rhis does net mean
that they originated fram all and sundry. Thoughis
and 1ideas put forward by individual thinkers do
eventually become commun property of all and
sundry 1 a given community, bun this docs nat
mean that they had no original individual authors,
[et us rake the example of the Akan concept of the
human person described by both W, E. Abraham?
and Wiredu.® According to the Akan, the human
person is made up of five clements: (1) wipade — a
body, (2) skra  asoul, the guiding spirit, (3) suasam

that part of a man which accounts for his
character, (4} mtore  that part of man which i
passcd on from the father and which is the basis of
inherited characteristics, {3} mogya - that aspect of
man which becomes a ghost afrer dearh. It is
something passed on from the mother and it is what
determines one's clun identity, Now, this is a highly
complex concepl of man and 1 1s obviously the fruir
of deep and sustained reflection on the human
person. Such a reflection culminating in this
complex nonon of the human person must have
heen carried out by same gifted individual thinkers
among the Akan people. Although thts Akan
concept of the human person has become the
common property af all and sundry among the
Akan, vet it did not ariginare from all and sundry
or from a vacuum, ‘The authors were the Akan
philosophers ar some time in the past whose ideas
haxc become part af the Akan heritage, part of their
culture. These Akan philasophers must evidently
have heen reflecring on the nature of the hyman
person, and this theoty of man 15 the fruic ol their
reflecrion. "The fact 1that we do not know who these
philosophers were does not mean that there were no
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such people, no such thinkers and that these ideas
had no eriginal individual authors, This concept of
man 15 richer and more complex than anvihing we
find in Wesrern philosophy and it evidently has
original individual aurhors. These were the Sacra-
tes, the Plata, rhe [escartes ete. of the Akan peaple.

Professar Wiredn also savs thar folk thoughs
consists of bald assertions without suppartive
arguments.” Yot we know that they are not gratui-
rous asscrtions, for the original authors of these
ideas and views obyiously had their reasons for
holding and advancing them. They are not bald
assertions but the fruit of veflection, the conclusions
of a reasoning process. These African thinkers did
not just advance these ideas and views without
reasons or withour thinking and reflecting on the
ssues in question. They did not put their reasoning
in the form of Aristotle’s syllogism or Russell’s
logical form, but they evidently had their reasons.
When for example they held the view of reincarna-
tion they evidentiy reasoned before coming o this
conclusion. They must have made some observa-
tions about people they knew who had died and
those born later. They noticed that certain traits in
the former reappeared in the latter. Uhey must have
reflecied on these phenomena belore coming o the
conclusion that certain aspects of man are reborn
after death. Similar observation and reflection must
have led the Akan philosophers (o hold the view
thar the human pevson s composed of Tive elements
as enumerated above. African philosophers there-
fore must have gone through a process of nhserva-
tion, reasoning and reflection before arviving at the
ideas, views or world-views which they have
rransmitted to us through the channcls of proverbs,
wisc-sayings, storics, mythelogy, socio-palitical
organizations, religious doctrines, cte.

Now, how do we find out the reasomng process
which led them to hold these views? | low do we get
at their reason for the ideas, views and docerines
transmitted to usf In a culture whose philosophy is
preserved in books, this is an casy sk, If for
example we wane to know why Plato held che view
that the soul is immortal all we need do 15 read the
Phaeds. But in a cnlture whose philosophy was
preserved by memory through wise-savings, prov-
erbs, stories, mythology, relivion, etc., handed
down from generation to peneration, elderly people

1

{since they are the nearest we can get to the original
thinkers} can be of some help. Since the philosophy
way preserved by memory rather than by books, the
memory of the elderly people should therefore, as
1 owerg, be consulted in order w find out the



reaseming process that led to these which have been
handed down to us, The memery of the elderly
people therefore takes the place of baeks. In the
Wesrern culrure rescarch of this narure is normally
done in the library. Because of this peculiar
sitnation of African traditional philosophy, there is
need for field-work in our researches. This ficld-
work aims at finding out the reasoning process that
led 10 1he views handed down to us, by tntervicwing
the old, ¢lderly and the aged. [n other parts of rhe
world, 1l vou wani 1o know the philosophy of the
given people, savs Professor Wiredu, “yvou do not
go tw aged peasant or fetish priests or court
personalitics, but to the individual thinkers in

"I the case of African

persan or it print
traditional philosophy, the memory of aged peas-
ants or court personalites can be of immense help.

African traditional philosophy 15 not the only
philosophy of Alrica. Contemporary Africans also
philosophize. We therefore agree with Professor
Wiredu that the term “*African Philosophy™ should
not be understood only in terms of African tradi-
tional philosophy since there is also contermporary
African philosophy.!! There are contemporary Af-
rican philosophers and there is contemporary Afri-
can philosophy. This means that a course on
African philosephy should not be confined 1w
traditional philosophy but should include contem-
parary African philosophers such as Kwame
Nkrumah, 1.copald 5. Senghor, Nycerereand Kwasi
Wircdu. The first three are polncal thinkers and
politicians who have contribured immensely o
contemporary African palitical philosophy. The
last named, Kwasi Wireduy, is a professional phil-

asopher, a professor of philosophy, There are of

course several other professional philosophers in
departments of philosophy all over Africa.

Professor Wiredu observes that contemporary
African philosophers devote a 1ot of time on the
question of African philosophy, which is distincet
from doing African philosophy. lie believes it is
necessary at this stage o go beyond talking aboue
African philosophy and get down to actually doing
ir.” Professor Wiredu accordingly pets down to
work and advances two philosophical theses: first,
that truth is nothing but opinion, and second, that
i be is 1o be known. The first thesis, 1.e., that truth
is nothing but opigion, has been critivized hy
another African philosopher, 13r Oruka. Professor
Wiredu has defended himself against both this and
other criticisms."

Wiredu denies any distinetion between truth and
upinion, and holds that “there s nothing called
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rruth as distinet from opinion.”™ Common sensc
cxperictice, he s1ys, scems to indicate thar truth s
distinet from opinion. We sometimes hold some
opinions as crue bur anly o diseover later that we
were wrong. Fram this fact, common experience
leads one to make a distinction hetween truth and
apinion. ‘Uruth is chen scen as an independent,
objective reality, categorically distingt from opin-
ion. " Wiredu calls this an objectivist view of (ruth
aceording 1o which truth s 2 timeless, ciernal and
unchanging reality whercas apimons do change. Te
rejects this objectivist view of truth on the ground
that “if truth is caregorically different from opinion,
then truth is, as a matter of logical principle,
unknowable. ™ " Any gmiven claim to truth is merely
an opinion advanced from some specific point of
view, and categorically different from truth. Hence
knowledge of truth as distincet from opinion is a self-
contradictory notion.™"” Thus, the objectivist theory
implies, according to Wiredu, that truth is
unknowable. But this is at variance with common
experience, for we sometimes know some proposi-
tions to be truth. “Therefore the objectivist theory
must be Incorrect.™® Wiredu contends that the
element of “point of view” Is intrinsic o the
concept of (ruth, that truth is always truth from
some point of view, Wiredu simply identifies
“point of view™ with “opinion”™ and contends that
singe trith 35 always truth from some point of vicw
i follows that truth 15 always and nothing but
opinion. “I'ruth then 1s neeessartly joined to point
of view or hetter, reuch is a view from some point,
and there are ay many trurhs as there are points of
view, ™!

1 cannot subscribe 1o 1his subjectivist theory of
teuth which makes no distinction between truth and
apinion. *“T'obe rrue isio be opined,” says Wiredu.™
Truth 1s net identcal with opinion, Truth 1s
objective whereas opinion 15 always subjective.
Opinion is alwavs the opinion of somebody, a
subjective view of something, bur truth cannot be
said to be the truth of somebody. Wiredu tries

e

dizsmiss the distinction berween subjectivity and
objectivity or to reduce objectivity to subjectivity so
that objectivity will disappear. But it objectivity
isell were to disappear or if it were reduced to
subjectivity, we could no longer talk of subjectiviry
itself since it would thereby lose its distinctive
characteristic which it has, only if and when it is
contrasted with abjectivity. T'his applics to truth
{objectivity) and opinion (subjectivity). I, as Wiredu
contends, truth is nothing but opinion, then opinion
iself would lose its meaning which it can have only
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1 and when 1t is contrasted with truth. Wiredu's
agsertion that there are as many truths as there are
peints of vicw amounts W saying that every point of
view is rruc or that every point of view represents
the truth, and this is plainly false. Wiredu implicitly
identifies “point of view” with “opinion.” But in
reality they arc not identical. Opinion is always
subjective but point of view can be objective. It
makes no sense to talk of “an objective opinien™
singe opinion 1s always subjective, but one can talk
of an “objective point of view,™ or “from the point
of view of objectivity.” Consequently, even if it is
true that the element of point of view is intrinsic to
the concept of truch it $1ill would not [ullow that it
is nothing but an opinion,

Wiredu's other thesis is that “to be is to be
known.” Just as the cagnirive element of point of
view Is Intrinsic to the concept of truth, so s the
concepl of knowledge intrinste 1o the concept of
being ur extsrence. To say that an object exists,
Wireduargues, is to assert that the term in question
refers to an object. *'l'o be (to exist) then means for
a given term ‘x’ to be asserted to refer to sume
object.™ Thus to say that *x™ exists is to sav that
“x" hay a reference. It is plain withour argument,
says Wiredu, that one cannot claim that 2 term “x”
refers to some entity while disclaiming all know-
ledge about the entity in question. From this ir
tollows that to claim or say thar an objeer exisis
implics that one has sume knowledge of that object.
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