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Abstract  Approaching African philosophy from the perspective of 
the Beninese philosopher Paulin Hountondji has the advantage of elu-
cidating the internal debates of what constitutes African philosophy 
and of transcending these local debates towards a critical universalism. 
Hountondji’s focus on philosophy as a form of a responsible, individual 
and rigorous critique offers to keep a distance from homogenising cul-
turalist assumptions that influenced earlier as well as contemporary phil-
osophical debates and political arguments. His rich work invites us to 
reassess the debate on ethnophilosophy, to re-appropriate marginalised 
local knowledge, to thereby critically assess global scientific production, 
to discuss identity politics and cultural relativism, and hence to contribute 
to a shared horizon of understanding the globally entangled world.

Keywords  African philosophy · Ethnophilosophy ·  
Professional philosophy · Endogenous research · Universalism

Paulin Jidenu Hountondji became famous in Africa, because of his 
reflections on the scope and content of African philosophy. This disci-
plinary contestation of how philosophy should be taught and practiced 
in Africa had its antecedents during the period of anti-colonial resist-
ance. The debate took particular shape in the early period of the lib-
erated nation states from the 1960s onwards, which needed to define 
and reform the content of their educational system. In the early years, 
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African countries continued to rely heavily on the intellectual frame-
works of the former colonial powers.

Hountondji is most known for his fierce critique of anthropological 
approaches to the African systems of thought that appeared under the 
label of “African philosophy”, which had been mainly pursued by colo-
nial and missionary agents from the early twentieth century onwards 
(AP). His main point of criticism centres on the fact that although 
these studies professed to aim at a positive appraisal of African intellec-
tual history and local knowledge, in reality, they often projected their 
own ideological and racialised imaginaries on to the body of thought 
they meant to describe. Ethnophilosophy, as this approach was labelled 
by him and by others, relied on the idea that African philosophy was a 
collective undertaking, built on unanimously-held belief systems, con-
ventions, and values. It was hence conceived as something radically dif-
ferent from philosophy in Europe. Accordingly, the task of the external 
European observer lied in systematizing this unconscious thought into 
a coherent “philosophy.” By projecting an image of primitive unanim-
ity, these authors of ethnophilosophical texts misconceived the essential 
content of philosophical practice, which needs to rely on critical indi-
vidual analysis and reflection—whether it is practiced in Europe, Africa  
or elsewhere.

Not only did Hountondji criticise European ethnophilosophy, but 
also African colleagues who engaged in the emerging discipline, such as 
the Rwandan priest and philosopher Alexis Kagame (1902–1981). The 
main scope of his critique was to differentiate philosophy from anthro-
pology, and, methodologically, to set critical analysis apart from descrip-
tive, conventional thinking that runs the risk of leading to particularism 
and intellectual enclosure. The normative horizon of his definition of 
African philosophy remains an emancipatory project with a universal 
scope encompassing humanity as such, where philosophy could serve as 
an instrument for empowerment and social transformation. This implies 
that the praxis of African philosophy should be locally rooted in Africa, 
and engage with a particular set of problems of its time. However, its 
reflexive capacity needs to extend beyond the borders of the continent, 
and remain open to knowledge and influences from other cultures and 
intellectual genealogies (Hountondji 2017). In this sense, we prefer 
to describe Hountondji as a transcultural philosopher, who is critically 
engaging with a set of universalisable questions, with a global signifi-
cance, from a defined location. For this reason, philosophers in general 
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can learn from, and should engage with, his oeuvre, particularly if they 
are situated in the former metropolitan spaces.

hountondji’s life As intellectuAl And PoliticiAn

Let us briefly recount the corner-stones of Hountondji’s intellectual 
biography, including his short interlude as a politician. Both mark him 
as a global thinker with a strong concern for a prosperous African con-
tinent. Hountondji was born in Treichville, in the Ivory Coast, in 1942. 
His family moved back to Dahomey (today Benin), where he received his 
school education at the Victor Ballot high school in Porto Novo, from 
which he graduated in 1960. In 1958, the former colony became the 
Republic of Dahomey, as a self-governed part of the French Union, and, 
eventually it became independent, in 1960. Hountondji’s subsequent aca-
demic formation started in metropolitan France. He moved to Paris, to 
visit, first, the Henri IV preparatory high school; then he decided to study 
philosophy at the prestigious École Normale Supérieure. His teachers 
included famous intellectual figures of this time, such as Jacques Derrida, 
Louis Althusser, Paul Ricoeur and George Canguilhem. Hountondji was 
exposed to important philosophical currents at this period of political 
protest and social transformation in the 1960s, including the re-reading 
of Marx, the birth of the post-structuralist movement and the philoso-
phy of deconstruction, as well as phenomenology and epistemology. 
Derrida and Ricoeur introduced him to the work of Edmund Husserl, 
the founder of phenomenology, who defended a conception of philoso-
phy as science, as a discipline marked by rigidity, clarity, and logic (SfM, 
pp. 4–12). Althusser inspired him to develop a non-dogmatic Marxism, 
and introduced him to contemporary thinkers such as Jacques Lacan, 
Claude Lévi-Strauss and Michel Foucault. Hountondji decided to write 
his Ph.D. thesis on Husserl, focussing on his epistemology, and choos-
ing Paul Ricoeur as his supervisor. During his work on this thesis, which 
he finished in 1970, he found employment at the University of Besançon 
as an assistant professor in philosophy, where, above all, he lectured on 
Husserl. In the year of his thesis defence, Hountondji left for Zaire (today 
the Democratic Republic of Congo) and occupied a chair in philoso-
phy at the University of Lovanium in Kinshasa, and later at the National 
University of Zaire in Lubumbashi. In 1972, he became the first profes-
sor of philosophy at the newly-founded National University of Benin in 
Cotonou. Fellowships enabled him to pursue his research internationally, 
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visiting the University of Düsseldorf, Germany (1980–1982), the 
Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington, DC (1997–1998), and the 
W.E.B. DuBois Research Institute at Harvard University (2009–2010). 
In addition, Hountondji taught as a guest professor in Louisville (USA) 
and, frequently, in Paris, where he became a programme director at the 
International College of Philosophy in 1987. He took a break from his 
duties as professor when he served for a short period as a politician in 
the first government of the newly founded Republic of Benin, becom-
ing a Minister of Education (1990–1991) and subsequently serving 
as a Minister of Culture and Communication (1991–1993). In 1994, 
he returned to his academic life. Hountondji gained his doctorat d’état 
(habilitation) from the Cheikh Anta Diop University of Dakar for his crit-
ical scholarship on African philosophy and anthropology in 1995. His 
intellectual biography, The Struggle for Meaning. Reflections on Philosophy, 
Culture and Democracy (French text, 1997; English translation, 2002) 
is partly based on his own review of his academic career, written for this 
purpose. Although emeritus status was conferred upon him in 2007, 
Hountondji continues to direct the “African Centre for Advanced Study” 
in Porto Novo, and has continued to lecture and publish to this day. He 
also continues to serve as the president of the national education council, 
a position he was elected to in 2009.

situAting hountondji’s oeuvre in An AfricAn 
intellectuAl lAndscAPe

Hountondji, situating himself as an African intellectual concerned with 
the struggle for black liberation, became interested in the intellec-
tual currents that were celebrated during the anti-colonial and postco-
lonial era, including the literary and political movement, Négritude, 
propagated by eminent figures such as Aimé Césaire (1913–2008) 
and Léopold Sédar Senghor (1906–2001) as well as African Socialism, 
developed as African versions of Marxism-Leninism by political intellec-
tuals such as Julius Nyerere (1922–1999) and Kwame Nkrumah (1909–
1972). He warned that these Afrocentric schools of thought should not 
fall into the same trap of unanimity and cultural essentialism as their 
Eurocentric counterparts. Although black thought, in this early period 
of liberation, aimed at refuting the racism inherent in European civilisa-
tional and ethnographic narratives, it often duplicated racialised tropes 
when basing its ideological stance on a presumed African identity.
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There are different schools in contemporary African philosophy. For 
the unfamiliar reader, it might be helpful to situate Hountondji’s work 
within this intellectual landscape. Therefore, we will briefly introduce 
his understanding of how philosophy should be practiced, and compare 
it with approaches that gained prominence. This short excursus does 
not claim to be in any way comprehensive, but is meant to provide a 
preliminary insight into the rich diversity within contemporary African 
philosophy.1

Hountondji, and some of his contemporary philosophers on the con-
tinent, such as Kwasi Wiredu, Peter Bodunrin, and Henry Odera Oruka, 
are generally assigned to the professional school of African philosophy. 
Wiredu, Bodunrin, and Oruka stem from Anglophone Africa, where 
contemporary twentieth-century philosophy in general was shaped by 
the philosophy of language, logic, and analytic approaches. In addition, 
Oruka studied at the University of Uppsala, in Sweden, with Ingemar 
Hedenius, who stressed also the social dimension of philosophical con-
cepts. Hountondji, on the other hand, received his education in the 
French academy, where phenomenology, hermeneutics, post-structural-
ism, deconstruction and psychoanalytic theory prevailed—what is now 
known as “continental philosophy.” Hountondji’s fluency in English 
allowed him, from early on, to converse with his Anglophone colleagues. 
He used this intellectual background and these theoretical tools in order 
to turn to philosophical issues that were pertinent in an African, postco-
lonial context. Professional philosophy in Africa, transcending the analyt-
ic-continental divide, urges clarity of argumentation, stresses the ability 
of critical thinking, and is based mostly on textual analysis. It needs to be 
compared with other important philosophical trends, such as Sage phi-
losophy, African hermeneutics and African feminist philosophy.

Sage philosophy was founded by the “professional” philosopher, Henry 
Odera Oruka (1981, 1990). This philosophical school is based on the 
oral knowledge and reflective capacity of African “sages.” Oruka distin-
guished between folk-sages, who simply transmit the knowledge of the 
previous generations, and so-called “philosophical sages”, who reflect 
on such knowledge and develop their own insights. Oruka and his col-
leagues in Kenya interviewed and transcribed the words of philosophical 

1 Oruka was the first to differentiate different trends within African philosophy (cf. Oruka 
1981, 1990).
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sages, in order to make African sagacity available as a source for the  
critical scrutiny of contemporary African philosophy. This approach 
is different from ethnophilosophy, insofar as it emphasises individual 
thought processes and unconventional perspectives that are not neces-
sarily representative of, but reflective on, African ethics, metaphysics, pol-
itics, and society (such as gender relations). In this way, Sage philosophy 
extends the body of written material on African philosophy, by transcrib-
ing and conserving oral philosophy for future generations.

Tsenay Serequeberhan (1994), a philosopher from Eritrea, endorsed 
the approach of Critical Hermeneutics. Philosophy always departs from 
a specific life world and a historicity, from which it starts exploring its 
being-in-the-world. In the case of Africa, this historical experience is 
marked by enslavement, colonialism, the liberation struggle, and the 
continuity of exploitative structures. A critical hermeneutic situates her 
own thoughts and reflects on the contemporary situation. Finally, fem-
inist thinkers can be said to add an intersectional approach to African 
philosophy, demanding that it should also reflect on the situation of  
women and gender relations, besides questions of race and imperialism 
(e.g. Nzegwu 2006; du Toit and Coetzee 2017).

Hountondji can be said to be strictly opposed to ethnophilosophy 
(at least during the early stage of his career) and to caution against the 
essentialist and ideological traits of political theories such as Négritude 
and African Socialism. However, he is sympathetic to Sage philosophy, 
hermeneutics and feminist approaches—even though he rarely explicitly 
dealt with gender issues in his own oeuvre.

book outline

This book opens with a first part systematically presenting the most 
important philosophical ideas of Hountondji, starting with his famous 
critique of ethnophilosophy (Chapter 2) and the controversial debate he 
subsequently held with contemporaneous scholars (Chapter 3). As a next 
step, we will turn to Hountondji’s engagement with indigenous knowl-
edge sources, and his notion of re-appropriating and transcending the 
“indigenous” through a critical assessment, transforming it into “endog-
enous” knowledge (Chapter 4). This part also deals with Hountondji’s 
understanding of philosophy as science.

The second part of this book will then turn to the political dimen-
sion of Hountondji’s life, and demonstrate how he became involved as a 
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public intellectual in his home country, Benin, and how he participated 
in shaping the process of democratization (Chapter 5). Throughout his 
life, he continued to be a fierce critic of any form of authoritarianism and 
unequal power relations, on an international, but also African level. He 
reflects on the political events of his time in journalistic publications, as 
well as in his academic work.

In the third part of the book, we focus on the consequences of 
Hountondji’s philosophical thought for contemporary debates in polit-
ical philosophy, social philosophy, cultural studies, postcolonialism and 
the sociology of sciences, and seek to demonstrate how enriching his 
conceptual work can be for these disciplines. This part starts by consid-
ering the implications of Hountondji’s work for the structures and insti-
tutions of global academia. We set out his underlying vision of epistemic 
justice, and discuss recent trends for turning to Southern theories and 
marginalised epistemologies. We also look at the current debates around 
the need for a profound reform of the higher education, debates that 
particularly take shape in South Africa’s post-apartheid context, but 
which also have reverberations in Europe and the USA (Chapter 6). As a 
next step, this part discusses Hountondji’s concept of “culture” and his 
critique of essentialism and identity politics (Chapter 7). Finally, we turn 
to his vision of transcultural philosophy, and the debate around particu-
larisms and universalism in an African philosophical context (Chapter 8). 
The third part points to possible avenues of scholarship on Hountondji, 
and how a reading of his texts can enrich contemporary academic work 
in many of the disciplines mentioned above. However, the last word will 
be given to Hountondji himself, in an interview conducted in 2018, after 
this manuscript was completed.

editoriAl notes by the Authors

On an editorial level, we would like to note that we always use the 
English version of Hountondji’s writings, if a translation is available; if 
not, the quotations are translated by the authors and directly inserted 
into the text. It is, however, worthwhile to turn to the French sources, 
as the English publications, in particular that of African Philosophy: Myth 
and Reality (first edition in French, 1976; English translation, 1983), 
often deviate slightly from the original text.

As Hountondji also stresses the place and context he is coming 
from, we find it appropriate briefly to situate the authorship of this 
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small volume as well. Both of us are educated and situated in German  
academia, both in philosophy and the social sciences. We have researched 
and taught African philosophy for many years—both out of intellec-
tual curiosity, and for political and epistemic reasons, seeing a necessity 
to transcend the narrow canon of Western theorizing in order to try to 
adequately grasp the present. Both of us have had opportunities to visit 
numerous African countries for research stays, conferences, and talks, 
and to host African colleagues in Germany. However, we are deeply 
aware of our limited knowledge of the lifeworld of African societies, and, 
hence, of the contexts of their philosophies. We none the less aimed at 
conversing as much as possible with our African colleagues, by present-
ing early drafts of this book in South Africa, and by conducting inter-
views with philosophers concerning the legacy of Hountondji’s work, at 
universities in Benin, Burkina Faso, Ghana, Ivory Coast, Kenya, Senegal, 
and Zambia. We are very grateful for this support and intellectual 
exchange.

hountondji As A globAl thinker

Finally, being aware that Hountondji directed his publications decidedly 
at an African audience, in order to end what he called “scientific extro-
version,” by doing African philosophy dedicated to the progress of the 
African continent, we nevertheless consider him to be a global thinker, 
from whom the non-African reader can learn a great deal. Hountondji 
makes convincing arguments for separating philosophy from anthropol-
ogy, and the normative from the descriptive. He proves to be a thinker 
of hybridity and of cultural entanglement, reflecting on the continu-
ing post-colonial structural dependencies on an economic, but also on 
an epistemological, level, that mark contemporary scholarship today. 
His works offer strong arguments for more epistemic justice in global 
academia, and for substantial transcultural encounters among schol-
ars. He is a fierce critic of any sort of identity politics that excludes, 
degrades, and discards minorities. In addition, Hountondji calls for 
a decentralised, global debate on the universals that should inform the 
local and the international. Viewed in this way, his philosophical work 
has a significance that transcends the African context, and that makes 
his thought an indispensable element of any contemporary philosophy  
curriculum.
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PART I

Critique of Ethnophilosophy, the Debate 
with Contemporaries and Hountondji’s 

Turn to Endogenous Knowledges

In the wake of the debate during the early era of liberated nations 
in Africa on the question of a decolonization of academia, Paulin 
Hountondji intervenes in the question of what philosophy should look 
like in Africa and what it should aim for. He coins the term “ethnophi-
losophy”1 (AP, p. 34), a pejorative notion, meant to describe ethno-
graphic descriptions of African systems of thought designated as “African 
philosophy” or “Bantu philosophy.” By doing so, Hountondji seeks to 
demonstrate the lines of continuity between colonial anthropological 
research on non-Western contexts, with their racist underpinnings, and 
the ethnophilosophical research of his contemporaries. In opposition to 
the emerging field of ethnophilosophy, Hountondji argues for a rigid, 
scientific approach to philosophy, and was one of the founders—amongst 
colleagues such as Kwasi Wiredu or Henry Odera Oruka—of the 
so-called “professional school” in philosophy on the African continent. 
Professional philosophy aims at establishing a free, critical and emanci-
patory philosophical discourse in Africa that challenges conventional 
knowledge and practice (Oruka 1981).

1 The term was first used by Kwame Nkrumah, when he registered for a doctoral disserta-
tion at the University of Pennsylvania in 1943 (Osha 2011, p. 44). However, it is not clear 
whether Nkrumah intended to use it in the same way as Hountondji did (Gyekye 1987, 
p. xvi). Other important critics of ethnophilosophy in the 1960s and 1970s were Franz 
Crahay, Marcien Towa, and Fabien Eboussi Boulaga.
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This chapter will first outline Hountondji’s main points of criticism 
against ethnophilosophy and his underlying notion of what African 
philosophy should look like. In Chapter 3, we will reconstruct debates 
that took place among philosophers in Africa at that period, and con-
tinue up until today, around Hountondji’s arguments. Chapter 4 turns 
to Hountondji’s critique of structures of neo-colonial dependence in 
academic knowledge production and his call for a turn to endogenous 
knowledge, as a source for the positive transformation of the continent, 
in order to tackle its current problems.
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Abstract  Paulin Hountondji became famous for his rigorous critique 
of ethnophilosophy. This chapter presents the historical context of the 
emergence of ethnophilosophy, portrays the most important writings 
of this genre and discusses Hountondji’s methodological objections to 
the ethnophilosophical approach. In his account, Hountondji defends a 
strict notion of what philosophy should consists of in distinction to other 
disciplines, spells out what African philosophy must aim at and how it 
should be set in opposition to mythological thinking. Based on these 
standards, he critically assesses both Négritude and African socialism as 
influential intellectual currents on the African continent. By way of con-
clusion, the chapter illustrates Hountondji’s notion of African philosophy 
by presenting the oeuvre of the eighteens century philosopher of African 
descent, Anton Wilhelm Amo, and Hountondji’s reception thereof.

Keywords  Ethnophilosophy · Placide Tempels · Alexis Kagame · 
Professional philosophy · Anthropology · Négritude · African socialism · 
Anton Wilhelm Amo

Hountondji’s ferocious critique of what he called “ethnophilosophy” 
has a scientific, but also a political, background. On the one hand, he 
describes ethnophilosophy as an imperial practice of exoticising and oth-
ering African modes of thought established within the colonial apparatus 
of power. On the other hand, ethnophilosophy went hand in hand with a 
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rediscovery of African culture and was positively received by nationalists 
of African origin in the liberated nations, who used it to defend a new 
form of populism, based on a homogeneous understanding of the nation 
and an essentialized view of African culture. Hountondji cautions his 
contemporaries that this kind of nationalism runs the risk of becoming 
a “neofascism,” a dominating regime of the majority population, exclud-
ing everybody who does not belong to the designated form of cultural 
identity prescribed as authentically African (1989, p. 22).

Scientifically, Hountondji rejects the idea that philosophy on the 
African continent could mean anything different from what it means 
elsewhere in the world. For him, philosophy is an emancipatory practice, 
based on rigorous modes of thought, put forward by individual thinkers. 
Furthermore, philosophy is a discursive field of texts, in which philos-
ophers situate themselves and communicate across time and space. He 
considers it misleading to think that the geographical location of this 
practice should change its distinctive characteristics. Moreover, stating 
that philosophy in Africa necessarily means something else than it does 
in the West is, again, a form of racist ideology that denies Africans their 
ability to use reason as a weapon of critique and as an instrument with 
transformative social power. In this sense, Hountondji defends philoso-
phy as a universal discipline that can be claimed from any social or geo-
graphical location (AP, p. 56).

Let us now attend to the reasons why Hountondji rejects ethnophi-
losophy and the justifications he provides for doing so. The main tar-
gets of his criticism are the writings of the Belgian missionary Placide 
Frans Tempels (1906–1977) and the Rwandan priest Alexis Kagame 
(1902–1981). Tempels went as a missionary to the Belgian Congo in 
1933, where he analysed the world-view of the Bantu-speaking people 
of his region by studying their language, customs, institutions and social 
practices. As a result, he published a monograph entitled La philosophie 
bantou (1959 [1945]), written in Dutch, but translated into French 
for publication in the Belgian Congo by Antoine Rubbens. The book 
quickly became very popular among European, but also among African, 
intellectuals. It even caught the attention of emblematic figures such as 
Gaston Bachelard and Albert Camus, and fascinated Kwame Nkrumah, 
who referred to it in his work Consciencism (2005 [1964]), and other 
African political thinkers, who considered Tempels’s work a way of reha-
bilitating black culture (Hountondji 1971, p. 616). Tempels’s study’s 
main scope was to detect a coherent philosophical system among the 
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Bantu-speaking Africans, based on a distinct ontology which conceives 
of being as dynamic. This, according to Tempels, sets it apart from a 
Western ontology, which considers being as static. At this period of time, 
such a reversal of ontology fascinated a European readership, because it 
alluded to a radical difference between Western and African civilization.

the crisis of the coloniAl order—sociohistoricAl 
bAckground of temPels’s “bAntu PhilosoPhy”

Tempels’s study was not the first of its kind that aimed at understand-
ing the world-view and social practices of the Bantu-speaking people. 
As early as 1910, the Congolese philosopher Stefano Kaoze had pub-
lished an essay entitled La psychologie des Bantu, in which he outlined the 
moral values, theology and knowledge system of the Bantu peoples and 
argued for a synthesis of African culture and Christianity (Kaoze 1979). 
In addition, in 1935, Primitive Philosophy by the British colonial func-
tionary William Vernon Brelsford appeared; the book investigated the 
purification rites of the Bantus in Northern Rhodesia (cf. Diagne 2016, 
p. 11). However, Bantu Philosophy (1945) gained the widest recognition 
in Africa and Europe. It had been written and published at a moment of 
crisis for the colonial order in the Belgian Congo. Since 1941, several 
revolts around the country had shackled the colonial order against the 
background of the Second World War in Europe. The publication of this 
book can also be read in very political terms: “[a]t the time the work was 
written, it was becoming more and more obvious that the colonial order 
could not continue to exist in the way it had,” states Souleymane Bachir 
Diagne (2016, pp. 11–12).

The prices for local and international imported commodities had 
risen dramatically, and the colony experienced a shortage of tools, fab-
rics and medication. In addition, this inflation diminished the purchas-
ing power of those employed in the colony. In November 1941, mine 
workers in Manono, North-Katanga, went on strike. One month later, 
in Elizabethville (today’s Lubumbashi), the capital of Katanga, the 
Union Minière (Miners’ Union) called for higher wages. The strike was 
violently suppressed by soldiers from the colonial regime, who thereby 
killed many of the workers (van Reybrouck 2015, pp. 191–193). 
Tempels mentions this strike in the first chapter of Bantu Philosophy, 
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when speaking of the alienated mentality of the so-called évolués1 
involved in the strike, and the failure by the colonial power to “fully civ-
ilize” the colony’s population (Tempels 1969, p. 27). This rising new 
class of skilled and educated young men challenged the colonial order. 
The general governor of the colonies, Félix Eboué, wrote in his report 
on the colonies from 1941 that the Congo was threatened from inside. 
He cited the colonial administration’s economic exploitation, its con-
tempt for the local cadres, and the dysfunctional education system as rea-
sons for the unrest (Eboué 1945, p. 11, cit. in Ekondy 1983, p. 103). 
In 1944, revolts took place in the barracks of Luluobourg, and another 
strike occurred in the gold mines of the Kivu-Province, which, again, was 
suppressed with harsh violence, including the deaths of women and chil-
dren, by the military of the colonial order.

In the rural areas, the situation was not any better, because of the 
efforts de guerre that the population was made to contribute: they were 
either required to become part of the military, or to work extra for the 
state (120 instead of 60 days a year). The rural population was forced to 
extract palm fruits, copal and caoutchouc. The production of caoutch-
ouc, a symbol of the ferocity of the Belgian colonial governmentality, was 
increased ten times during wartime between 1939 and 1944. In addi-
tion, Belgium relied on the military strength of the Congolese Force 
Publique, which turned out to be more successful than the Belgian mil-
itary, and helped to retain its sovereignty during the Second World War 
(van Reybrouck 2015, p. 201).

Tempels considered the so-called évolués, who had often been lead-
ers of the revolts, as a symptom of the crisis. In his view, they symbol-
ized how the attempts to educate an elite that would act in line with the 
colonials’ and missionaries’ intentions had profoundly failed. However, 
Tempels was aware that the problem was not simply one of education. 
As we know now from earlier works of the Belgian missionary, Tempels 
also assumed that the colony had come short in addressing the social 
and economic problems within the colony. Before Bantu Philosophy had 
become popular, he had written two contributions, both published in 
1945, for the journal Dettes de Guerre, on the social roots of the rebel-
lion. The journal was edited by a group of intellectuals who were critical 

1 A term used for designating the “evolved” or “civilized” subjects in the colonies, who 
had received a European education, adapted to the metropole’s customs, and formed the 
new elite of the native population, often employed in skilled professions.
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of the Belgian colonial policy and its brutal style of governance, includ-
ing Emile Possoz and Antoine Rubens (who became a translator of 
Tempels’s work).

Hountondji, who later admitted not having paid due attention to 
the socio-political context of the life and work of Placide Tempels in the 
original French edition of African Philosophy: Myth and Reality, pub-
lished in 1977, as could be done later, in the light of emerging scholar-
ship, remains critical of the political impetus of the book, when stating, 
in the second preface, in 1996, that “[t]he polemical and political writ-
ings published by [Pater Alfons Jozef] Smet testify to Tempels’s aware-
ness of the social and economic problems in the colony. Nevertheless, 
both these writings and Bantu Philosophy reflect Tempels’s contempt for 
the social group known as les évolués, the educated Congolese, whom he 
considered inauthentic blacks and traitors to their own culture. In fact, 
the leaders of the social agitation in the Belgian Congo were évolués. 
This was not a coincidence” (AP, p. xx).

Tempels’s “political bantuism,” as Hountondji dubs Tempels’s posi-
tive stance towards Bantu culture, might have seemed subversive within 
the colonial context. For the radical African intellectual and activist, 
though, his militancy remained paternalist and conservative (AP, p. xxi).2 
The book, as the last chapter reveals, is addressed to the “colonials of 
goodwill” (Tempels 1969, p. 184). Rather than abolishing the colonial 
apparatus of power, Tempels aimed at saving the colonial project, to be 
reconstituted according to a more humane, Christian agenda.

It its time, the book was received as a provocation in the Belgian 
context, and Tempels was compelled to leave the Belgian Congo after 
its release. Bishop Jean-Félix de Hemptinne monitored the circula-
tion of Bantu Philosophy, which first appeared in French from Lovania 
Press in Elizabethville. He advised the Roman church to condemn the 
book as heretical. Nevertheless, Bantu Philosophy also became popular 
among African readers, and was the first book to be published by the 
just-founded African press “Présence Africaine” in 1949, with a preface 
from the writer Alioune Diop, a central figure of the Négritude move-
ment. According to Tschiamalenga Ntumba, the publication of the book 
had a liberating effect for many Africans, since they felt that it contrib-
uted to the rehabilitation of black people (1979, p. 435). Andrew Apter 

2 Cf. also Eboussi-Boulaga, who makes a similar argument in his article “Le Bantou 
problématique” (1968, p. 23).
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judges its historic significance as follows: “[i]f motivated by dominant 
ideological interests, the work suspended certain assumptions of the 
civilizing mission, such as the natural as well as divinely ordained supe-
riority of Western thought. […] This significant inversion of the teach-
er-student relation, with the West ‘learning’ from Africa, the Christians 
from the ‘pagans,’ the colonizers from the colonized, the whites from 
the blacks, had revolutionary implications, not purely academic” (1992, 
pp. 91–92). However, it equally initiated a very controversial debate, in 
which Hountondji was the main target, besides other critics of ethnophi-
losophy, such as Fabien Eboussi-Boulaga (1968), Marcien Towa (1971), 
and Peter Bodunrin (1981).

After spending some time in Europe, Tempels returned to Zaire in 
1949 and founded the religious movement Jamaa, which called for a the-
ology of radical pluralism, where “[a]ll frontiers of peoples and cultures 
are eliminated” (Apostel 1981, p. 57). This movement soon counted sev-
eral thousand members stemming from the Bantu-speaking population.

An ethnoPhilosoPhy of the bAntu: temPels’s APProAch

After twelve years in the Belgian Congo, working with the Luba, 
learning the Kiluba language, and studying their proverbs, modes of 
behaviour, institutions and customs, Tempels wrote his study of the 
philosophical system of the Bantu. His method is that of “intuition” 
(1969, p. 41), guided by an ethnographic, descriptive approach. Tempels 
did not mean to engage critically with the thought of the Bantu, but 
merely to reconstruct their “philosophy.” He assumed it not to be the 
secret knowledge of a few sages but the “popular wisdom of the com-
mon man” (ibid., p. 35 and pp. 75–76). This definition of philoso-
phy as “popular wisdom” is already telling, and makes us suspect why 
a “professional philosopher” like Hountondji might reject this kind of 
approach. Tempels’s strategic choice, none the less, to label as “philos-
ophy” his interpretation of the Bantu Weltanschauung was probably 
meant to bestow upon this the value of a coherent, foundational system 
of thought. It therefore stands in contrast to Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’s for-
mulation of “primitive mentality” (2018 [1923]) or Marcel Griaule’s 
investigation of the “religious ideas” of the Dogon (1965). Philosophy 
sounds more elevated than “mentality” or “ideas.” This choice might be 
another reason why the book also quickly became popular within African 
intellectual circles.
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temPels’s ontologicAl system And its resemblAnce 
to coloniAl Power relAtions

One of the underlying strategies of Bantu Philosophy is to affirm a dis-
tinctly African way of perceiving the world, entailing a specific perspec-
tive on the nature of being, which is then credited with the status of a 
“philosophical ontology,” and explained as a coherent, logical system. In 
this way, Tempels reacts to a discourse pertinent in Europe at that time, 
which considered Africans as primitive, irrational and prelogical. Yet, as 
Hountondji (AP) observes, the claim that African ontology follows a dif-
ferent, yet reasonable, logic, still goes hand in hand with setting up a 
binary between African and European philosophy, assuming that implicit 
and unchangeable laws govern African world views, and that these laws 
can be retrieved by the European participant observer and made trans-
parent to the people holding such views. Moreover, Tempels assumes 
that his ontology might be valid for all Africans and even all “primitive,” 
non-Western people (Tempels 1969, p. 38).

The ontological system discovered, or rather, as Hountondji argues, 
constructed by Tempels, and attributed to the Bantu, can be character-
ized as follows: Being for the Bantu is a life force. “Force is the nature of 
being, force is being, being is force,” summarises Tempels (ibid., p. 51). 
Life force grows or diminishes over time, depending on the interac-
tion with other forces, including living and dead persons as well as God 
(ibid., p. 60). The interaction of forces works according to an ontolog-
ical hierarchy: God, or the “creator”, is situated at the top. “He gives 
existence, power of survival and of increase, to other forces” (ibid.,  
p. 61). God is followed by the “fathers”, the founders of different 
clans, who constitute the chain binding men to God. As bridging fig-
ures between the ancestors and their offspring, the clans are directed by 
chiefs. The hierarchy between living persons is organized by the princi-
ple of seniority, with one exception: interestingly, and very much in line 
with civilizational theories of this time, the “white man” surpasses the 
vital force of all Africans, because of his technical skills and his mastery 
of natural forces (ibid., p. 66). Below human beings, the system places 
plants, animals and minerals. Hence it is marked by a spiritual dimen-
sion, placing God as the creator at the top of the system. Furthermore, 
it expresses an anthropocentric understanding of the cosmos, plac-
ing human beings at its centre. Finally, Tempels underlines the coher-
ence and logicality of the rules and principles of the ontology of forces, 
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once that ontology is apprehended by the outsider. Finally, the “system”  
strangely resembles the colonial order, and allows for a monotheistic 
God to be integrated into the cultural grammar of the Bantu, which is 
very much in line with Tempels’s ambitions as a missionary. The onto-
logical order created by Tempels diminishes the Africans, rather than 
affirming them as equals, and, in the end, justifies the colonial project, 
as well as the missionary project, Hountondji and other critics sharply 
point out (Hountondji 1970, pp. 187–190; cf. Eboussi-Boulaga 1968, 
p. 23). Within the hierarchy of living beings, this “system” sets the white 
man in a superior position, because of his strength in life force, and jus-
tifies Christian monotheist religion by placing God at the top: “[t]he 
humanist thinker throws off his mask and reveals himself as the guardian 
of the colonial order, and his hazy abstractions can be seen for what they 
are, concrete devices in the service of … imperialist domination” (AP, p. 
37). In the last chapter of the book, Tempels gives advice to colonial-
ists and missionaries alike as to how to guide African subjects. From this, 
we can see that the book was clearly aimed at a white, European-descent 
readership.

Hence Bantu philosophy seems to be rather a projection, an imagi-
nary of Tempels himself, and reveals his belonging to a colonial and 
missionary project, rather than reflecting the actual ideas of the Bantu-
speaking peoples, as it presumes. It is a discourse on the Bantu, and not 
with the Bantu-speaking African, and silences its object of discourse. 
Furthermore, it glosses over the burning realities of colonial exploita-
tion, as Hountondji observes (1971, p. 619), in line with Aimé Césaire’s 
criticism in Discourse sur le Colonialisme (1950, Engl. 2000 [1972]). 
Therein, Césaire attacks Tempels for his conformity with the colonial 
enterprise and his abuse of the ideological construction of Bantu philos-
ophy to fight the growing materialist orientation in Europe: “[l]et them 
plunder and torture in the Congo, let the Belgian colonizer seize all the 
natural resources, let him stamp out all freedom, let him crush all pride 
– let him go in peace, the Reverend Father Tempels consents to all that. 
But take care! You are going to the Congo? Respect – I do not say native 
property (the great Belgian companies might take that as a dig at them), 
I do not say the freedom of the natives (the Belgian colonists might 
think that was subversive talk), I do not say the Congolese nation (the 
Belgian government might take it much amiss) – I say: You are going to 
the Congo? Respect the Bantu philosophy!” (Césaire 2000 [1972], pp. 
57–58).
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As we can see, according to Tempels’s ethnophilosophy, it is not the 
African thinker who produces a philosophical discourse, but the ethnolo-
gist who is the producer of a philosophical system that he ascribes to the 
Africans, based on observation and intuition. They themselves do not even 
know they think within these philosophical principles. This is remarka-
ble, as there is hardly any way to falsify or verify Tempels’s claim with the 
means of science, since there is no textual evidence that would prove or 
disprove his interpretations (AP, p. 42). Yves Mudimbe underscores this 
point in Hountondji’s criticism when he states: “[i]n Hountondji’s view, 
ethnophilosophy is an imaginary, intoxicating interpretation, which is never 
supported by any textual authority and depends totally on the interpret-
er’s whims. It claims to translate a non-existent cultural text and ignores its 
own creative activity and therefore its own liberty” (1988, p. 172).

the myth of unAnimity

Another of Hountondji’s most important criticisms is that Tempels’s 
study assumes that one single world-view is shared by all members 
belonging to a homogeneous group. Tempels studied the Bantu-
speaking people, and expected his results to be valid for all African, not 
to say all “primitive,” people. In this sense, as Hountondji points out, 
Bantu philosophy is based on the premise of a collectivist understanding 
of philosophy (1970, p. 192). It presumes a group of the Africans, who 
all share the same unanimous understanding of the cosmic order, with-
out any dissent or change in their “philosophy.” In this sense, African 
philosophy is unconscious and needs to be “discovered” and unearthed 
by the external, skilled mind. This mechanism produces another double 
standard: whereas Western philosophy is conscious and well-reasoned, 
African philosophy is unconscious and implicit. As Hountondji points 
out, two different sets of discourse are being compared: a philosophical 
discourse and an ethnographic discourse, the latter being modelled upon 
religion and conventional knowledge (AP, p. 52).

Hence there are four different arguments at work here, underlying 
Hountondji’s criticism of ethnophilosophical research. First, he argues 
that ethnophilosophers, such as Tempels, commit a categorical mis-
take by confusing conventional knowledge with “philosophy.” What 
they seek to retrieve is not a critical tradition, but is better labelled as 
“mythological” (1972). We might dub this the categorical-mistake- 
argument between myth and philosophy. Second, Hountondji proclaims 
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that ethnophilosophy is a mere projection or even “invention” of its 
author, based on his ideological and material interests (e.g. in the case 
of Tempels, his missionary work within the colonial framework). This 
could be called the author’s projection-argument (1971, p. 613). Third, 
Hountondji argues that the proclaimed “Bantu philosophy” does not 
resemble African social practices and systems of thought. Rather, he 
reflects upon his own way of philosophising: “[…] no African, in all 
seriousness, would recognize this philosophy as his own. Despite all my 
own self-questioning as to how much I really thought within the sys-
tem defined by Tempels, I was unable to give a positive answer” (1970,  
p. 189). In addition, probably no Bantu-speaking person would recog-
nize herself in the system described by Tempels, even though he or she 
might find single elements to be adequately described (1970, p. 190). 
We may call this argument the misrepresentation-argument. Fourth, 
Hountondji argues that one of the essential problems of ethnophiloso-
phy lies in the fact that it can neither be validated nor falsified, because of 
a lack of sources (AP, p. 42). This might be called the non-verifiability- 
argument. The second and third arguments combined suggest that what 
is dubbed “ethnophilosophy” tells us more about the author than about 
the object of this study. Furthermore, it might be argued that these four 
arguments contradict one another, in the sense that ethnophilosophy is 
either a mere projection, without any object of reference, or a wrong, 
epistemically fraudulent representation. However, note that the mis-
representation argument does not imply that the object of the misrep-
resentation is a philosophical unitary system which could be entitled the 
“African system of thought.” The claim is that whatever is presented as a 
“system” does not resemble its object of study.

Still, one might argue that the third and fourth arguments contradict 
one another, since the object of study cannot not be critiqued as a mis-
representation, if the method used is non-verifiable. Hountondji seeks to 
proof his point by referring to himself: if he, as an African—as alienated 
and Westernized as he might be, none the less born and brought up in 
Africa—does not recognize himself in this philosophy, how could it be 
valid for “all” Africans? The crucial point here is that there is no tex-
tual source, in the classical sense, to return to, in order to prove or dis-
prove what the Bantu at this time and at this place did or did not think. 
However, if we consider Bantu Philosophy to be valid for all Africans over 
all times, everyday evidence from any African philosopher is enough to 
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refute Tempels’s general claim to have found one single system that is 
able to explain the behaviour of all Africans in general.3

AfricAn ethnoPhilosoPhy—kAgAme’s “cAtegories”
If “ethnophilosophy” can be considered as complicit with the colonial 
project, why was it, then, a fascinating research field for African intel-
lectuals at the time of its advent? African proponents of ethnophilo-
sophical research saw it as a way of rehabilitating African culture, and 
of bringing forward a renaissance of African indigenous knowledge and 
communal social practice within the continent. It is, therefore, impor-
tant to understand the elements of criticism, as well, that Hountondji 
brought forward against his African colleagues, who were enthusiastic 
about ethnophilosophy as an emerging field of study. This criticism could 
not simply rest on revealing the political and ideological colonial project 
behind ethnophilosophy, carved out earlier, but must be concerned with 
the ethnophilosophical methods and their scope. Hountondji, for that 
matter, analysed the ideas put forward by the most famous African eth-
nophilosopher of his time, called Alexis Kagame. Kagame was a trained 
philosopher and theologian, and worked as a priest in Rwanda. Inspired 
by Tempels, he published his monograph La philosophie băntu-rwan-
daise de l’Être in 1956. In it, he studies from a linguistic perspective the 
fundamental structures of thought of Bantu-speaking people in Rwanda 
and its neighbouring countries. Kagame criticized Tempels for his lack 
of careful scholarly attention to the Bantu language. His work is less 
presumptuous than that of Tempels, insofar as he restricts the validity 
of his claims to a designated area and not to all Africans, let alone the 
entire non-Western world. Based on Aristotle’s ten categories of being, 
as developed in the Organon, Kagame identifies four different categories 
through which the Bantu apprehend the world: (1) Umuntu (the intel-
ligent, human being); (2) Ikintu (things); (3) Ahantu (time and place); 
and (4) Ukuntu (mode of being). Based on these categories, Kagame 
puts forward a Bantu ethics. He assumes that, although these catego-
ries are specific to the Bantu-speaking people, they rely on a logic that is 

3 Tempels still might have responded that he distinguishes between the thought of the 
Bantu, who have an “authentic” African mindset, and the évolués, who are alienated, and 
who diverged from the cultural framework of the Bantu world-view. The objection would, 
of course, come from the latter (cf. Tempels 1969, pp. 27ff.).
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intelligible to members of other linguistic groups as well (Kagame 1956, 
p. 40). He contradicts Tempels, insofar as he does not set up a strict 
binarism between the different ontological conceptions in Europe and 
Africa, but considers their difference as being one in degree: any dynamic 
conception of being relies on a prior static vision of being, and vice versa 
(cf. Hountondji 1971, p. 618).

Hountondji directs our attention to a paradox in Kagame’s recon-
struction of the Bantu ontology. On the one hand, Kagame assumes 
that these categories were invented by Bantu philosophers, so-called 
“great initiators,” in the past. He stresses that these categories have 
been created intuitively, without anybody consciously developing them. 
On the other hand, he considers these principles to be enshrined in 
the Bantu language. By which language, then, did Bantu philosophers 
express themselves and “invent” the alleged categories in the first place? 
(Hountondji 1970, p. 191).

Furthermore, whereas Aristotle’s philosophy aims at developing a uni-
versal ontology, not a “Greek ontology”, Kagame confines his philosoph-
ical project to a reconstruction of a specific ontology based on linguistic 
relativism (Hountondji 1982, p. 399). His project aims to be universally 
intelligible (to any philosophical reader), but restricts its validity to the 
Bantu speaking people. In line with Hountondji, Diagne points to this 
“relativistic” aspect of Kagame’s philosophy, according to which differ-
ent people speak different philosophical grammars, and come to diverg-
ing conclusions (2016, p. 29). Kagame’s particularistic approach might 
be set in contrast to Kwasi Wiredu’s proposal to philosophize in local 
languages, yet not with the goal of setting up a particular, relativist posi-
tion, but in order to examine the universal, cross-cultural validity of phil-
osophical arguments (Wiredu 1996, pp. 89–104). This philosophy in 
translation seems, for both Hountondji and Diagne, to be “the route to 
the future” (Diagne 2016, p. 30).4

We might conclude that “Bantu-Rwandan philosophy” is a prod-
uct of Kagame’s intellectual effort to create a “philosophical system” 

4 In contrast to Hountondji and Diagne, Mudimbe stresses the “universalist dimension in 
Kagame’s philosophy” (Mudimbe 1988, p. 151). He sets Kagame’s Bantu philosophy apart 
from Tempels’s position: Although the former stresses the cultural linguistic roots of Bantu 
philosophy, it must not be understood as an absolute alterity. Rather, Kagame underscores 
that formal logics are shared by all human fellows and that reasoning makes philosophy a 
universal discipline (ibid.).
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(Hountondji 1970, p. 192). According to Hountondji, Kagame’s 
undertaking might be dubbed “philosophical,” insofar as his work com-
prises a systematic philosophical reflection on ontology. In this way, we 
might consider Kagame as one of the first “African philosophers” in a 
strict sense. However, for the reasons discussed above, it is an illusion to 
believe that he is restoring “African philosophy” as a pre-existing, hid-
den, unconscious system of thought.

In the end, both Tempels’s and Kagame’s philosophical systems 
can neither be validated nor falsified, since there is a lack of sources—
for example, of records of the ancestors’ and sages’ teachings—which 
could serve as a ground for doing so. The idea of a Bantu philosophy, 
then, is an ideal sphere for imagination and projections: phantasies and 
longings of ethnologists in Europe, in search for an antithesis to their 
own Western culture, and projections by researchers in Africa, aimed at 
retrieving an authentic, precolonial coherent system of thought which 
would be unique to Africa, and could rehabilitate their lost dignity. 
According to Hountondji, both constructions tell us more about the 
authors and the historical situation they were embedded in than about 
any presumed philosophy of the Bantu. He returns to this mechanism of 
Othering in the preface to the second edition of African Philosophy: Myth 
and Reality, as follows: “[t]he white scholar’s discourse is based here on 
the black man’s silence, and this, in turn, is the outcome of a long histor-
ical process which remains unquestioned” (AP, p. xviii). The mechanism 
of projecting ideas on another cultural group is hence also a subtle form 
of governing and dominating the Other. Sanya Osha compellingly recalls 
this moment of silencing in his monograph entitled Postethnophilosophy, 
when discussing ethnophilosophy and Hountondji’s critique thereof: 
“[t]he native is violently otherized, violently abused, and laid prostrate 
for Western gaze, scrutiny, fetish, and consumption” (Osha 2011, p. 44).

We might argue hence that, in line with Hountondji, ethnophiloso-
phy is the opposite of an emancipatory philosophy, because: […] [t]he 
black remains in this book what he has always been […]: a silent face, 
fixed in her alterity; an estranged figure that people speak about to one 
another; an object that still needs to be defined, never being a subject 
of discourse himself (1972, p. 129, translated by the authors). Being 
reduced to the status of an object of discourse, without having a voice 
as a subject, is a kind of misrecognition, which could be described in 
contemporary moral philosophical terms as “epistemic objectification” 
(Fricker 2007, p. 132). This notion designates the experience of being 
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categorized and represented according to parameters determined by 
someone else. Being objectified is the opposite of being recognized as a 
subject of knowledge-formation in one’s own right, and participating as 
an equal in discursive interaction. Epistemic objectifications hence disa-
ble liberatory speech and dialogue among equals. Walter Mignolo there-
fore calls, with reference to this insight formulated by Hountondji, for 
“epistemic de-linking” as a strategy to decolonize knowledge formation 
(2009). We will follow up on this question in chapter six, when elaborat-
ing on Hountondji’s contribution to the discussion around global epis-
temic justice, and linking it to contemporary postcolonial and decolonial 
scholarship (cf. Chapter 6).

Another effect of epistemic objectification, identified by Hountondji, 
is the mechanism of internalizing the gaze of the other and of recon-
structing one’s own identity according to foreign ascriptions. In his anal-
ysis, Négritude is such a reconstruction of difference based on colonial 
discourse. Let us therefore turn now to the Négritude movement, and 
Hountondji’s critique thereof.

Progressive ethnology And négritude—the duPlicAtion 
of An essentiAlising discourse

As demonstrated earlier, African ethnophilosophy can be read as a 
riposte to the racist assumptions articulated by European ethnography, 
that served as justificatory narratives for colonialism. Even earlier, dur-
ing the period of colonization, anthropology was a divided discipline. 
Hountondji distinguishes between an overtly imperialist and a progres-
sive school of ethnography, which informed black thought during the 
anti-colonial struggle. The imperial school, amongst whom we might 
count the nineteenth-century British anthropological school, represented 
by figures such as Edward Tylor (1832–1917), judged other cultures in 
relation to, and as inferior, to European culture, thereby openly exhib-
iting their “europeocentrism” (Hountondji 1983, p. 139). This school 
relied on an evolutionist picture, suggesting a fundamental difference 
between Western and non-Western mentality and culture. The rise of 
Tylor’s school went hand in hand with the colonial expansion and devel-
opment of bourgeois societies (Hountondji 1972, p. 134). Ethnologists 
related to this strand of ethnology “were unable to admit the idea that 
other cultures existed apart from European culture. They could only 
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conceive of the cultural life of ‘primitive’ societies as archaic stages in a 
unique, single cultural process, of which the most advanced stage was 
represented by Europe” (Hountondji 1973, p. 103). Alternatively, the 
progressive school of ethnology tried to understand non-Western men-
talities in their own right and hoped to find a better—more satisfac-
tory, less materialist and less alienated—life-form and ethics therein. It 
emerged in the early twentieth century, and comprised scholars such as 
Bronisław Malinowski (1884–1942), Leo Frobenius (1873–1938) and 
Maurice Delafosse (1870–1926). The latter school aimed at under-
standing non-Western culture from within its own conceptual archive. 
However, as Hountondji rightly points out, while such an approach 
meant to be a reversal of a European racist imaginary, its proponents 
embraced equally problematic reductive images of “civilization” and cul-
tures: the exoticised Other became the spiritual rescue for the European 
intellectual.

Both Frobenius and Delafosse influenced Négritude, a poetic and 
essayistic anti-colonial movement that aimed at rehabilitating African 
culture and criticised the moral decadence of European colonialism. 
Aimé Césaire and Léopold Sédar Sénghor, two of the founders and most 
widely-known proponents of this movement, embraced the thought of 
these progressivists. Moreover, Sénghor received positively the ideas 
put forward by Tempels. He aimed at describing a black conception 
of the world, later rephrased as a “black metaphysics” (Sénghor 1964,  
pp. 202–217 and pp. 152–186, cit. in. AP, p. 194). However, com-
pared to Tempels’s approach of “ethnophilosophy,” Sénghor’s undertak-
ing could be rather dubbed “ethnopsychology,” since it inquired about 
the “Negro soul” and the psychological qualities of the black population  
(AP, pp. 194–195).

Hountondji’s stance towards Négritude is twofold. On the one 
hand, he considers the Négritude movement as a justified response to 
the colonial denigration of blacks and the exclusion of Africa from the 
West’s intellectual world history, as outlined by, for example, G.W.F. 
Hegel (2011 [1822–1823]), who claimed that Africa stood outside the 
unfolding of the world spirit. Hountondji considers Sénghor’s often-
cited dictum that “[e]motion is Negro, reason is Greek” (Sénghor 1964,  
p. 288) as a metaphorical, poetic response to the colonial assump-
tion that reason is white—an ironic, performative subversion of colo-
nial tropes that might have had a liberating effect (Hountondji 1983,  
p. 141). On the other hand, Hountondji discredits Sénghor’s writings 
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as “chatty disquisitions,” and complains that his focus on the cultural 
side of the anti-colonial struggle evaded the political and economic 
sides of oppression (AP, p. 59). He sets Sénghor’s conservative version 
of Négritude apart from Césaire’s revolutionary outlook “…whereas 
for Césaire, the exaltation of black cultures functions merely as a sup-
porting argument in favour of political liberation, in Sénghor it works as 
an alibi for evading the political problem of national liberation” (ibid.,  
p. 159). In his critique, Hountondji becomes part of a larger movement 
that attacks Sénghor’s interpretation of Negritude as a distraction from 
necessary political struggles.

In a later essay from 2000, entitled “La ‘fin du mone’: Aimé Césaire 
et l’invention de la liberté”, Hountondji reconsiders Césaire’s oeuvre, 
and carves out the strategic essentialisms employed in Césaire’s literary 
writings: “[h]e knows very well that he is playing, and that in the strug-
gle of words the consistency of arguments is less important than their 
efficiency” (2000, p. 130, translated by the authors). Hountondji turns 
to Césaire’s Notebook of a Return to My Native Land (1995 [1956]) 
to show how Césaire was conscious of the fact that his return to a lost 
homeland, a paradise to be vindicated, had the function of a strategic 
lie.5 Césaire consciously played with colonial tropes and inverted them. 
The lost native land therein is an imaginary projection, serving as an 
allurement for regaining self-conscience. Its meaning must be found in 
“the courage of the dejected man, who all of a sudden stands up, rejects 
his borrowed identity, interrogates himself and searches himself. The 
essential is his recovered pride” (ibid.). Contrary to Césaire, Sénghor 
lacks this stance of self-reflexivity.

Generally speaking, and overstated for the sake of the argument, 
Négritude used and claimed identity constructions which had been used 
in white society to denigrate blacks, in order positively to affirm these 
ascriptions: the non-technicity of blacks, their rootedness, their sense 
of brotherhood. Hountondji calls for a much more critical and double- 
edged discourse against such simplistic reductionism, a discourse that 
is not a mere reaction to colonial tropes, but transcends them in order 
to initiate a genuine dialogue among Africans. A liberatory philosophy 
must instead step out of the dialectic of being the Other of Europe. 
“The problem, therefore, as regards our attitude towards our collective 

5 Hountondji cites the following passage by Césaire: “[t]hen I turned towards paradises 
lost to him and his kin, calmer than the face of a women who lies” (Césaire 1995, p. 73).
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heritage, is how to respond to the challenge of cultural imperialism with-
out imprisoning ourselves in an imaginary dialogue with Europe, how 
to re-evaluate our cultures without enslaving ourselves to them, how to 
restore the dignity of our past, without giving room to a passivistic atti-
tude” (1983, pp. 142–143). Instead of ingenuously affirming “black-
ness” and “Africa,” he calls for a serious reconsideration of the internal 
dialectics of African cultures, identifying both their progressive and their 
retrograde characteristics, as well as their internal controversies. This 
strategy of critique could be aligned with what the Moroccan postcolo-
nial scholar Abdelkebir Khatibi dubs a movement of “double critique” 
(1983, pp. 11–13), directed both at neo-imperialism and at the prob-
lematic aspects of one’s own local context. Hountondji affirms: “[w]e 
should deal with it [our tradition], theoretically and practically, as a living 
heritage, which calls upon our free, rational, critical evaluation and initi-
ative” (Hountondji 1983, p. 145). This attitude also makes him engage 
critically with the legacy of Kwame Nkrumah and African socialism.

the PitfAlls of AfricAn sociAlism As A collective 
PhilosoPhy

The critique of unanimism in all its manifestations leads Hountondji to 
engage with African socialism as a philosophical foundation for the lib-
erated nation states. In two chapters of his African Philosophy: Myth and 
Reality, Hountondji deals with the work of Kwame Nkrumah (1909–
1972), the first president of Ghana and the author of Consciencism 
(2005 [1964]), one of the most important texts constituting the genre 
of “African socialism.” Hountondji justifies this focus on Nkrumah in 
the “Postscriptum” of his book as follows: Nkrumanism was another 
expression of a worrisome “cult of difference,” prevalent at the time in 
Hountondji’s home country, Benin. Therefore, he feels intrigued to ana-
lyse Nkrumanism as a political expression of philosophical Othering (AP, 
p. 179). Another reason might have been that, in 1972, Nkrumah died 
in Bucharest, and it seemed timely to review his legacy critically.

In Hountondji’s reading, it is paramount to shed light on the shifts 
and forms of self-critical revision of Nkrumah during his life course and 
the experiences he had as a politician and an intellectual. In his early 
work, amongst which we should count his theory of “consciencism,” 
Nkrumah embraces an enthusiastic and idyllic view of traditional African 
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society, as communal, egalitarian, and inherently peaceful. He argues that 
since, in precolonial times, there existed no individual property of land 
or means of production, but collective ownership reigned, African socie-
ties at the moment of independence were not confronted with the same 
class struggle as occurred in Europe during the formation of nation-
states. This makes him believe that a non-violent transition to social-
ism in Africa is possible. According to Nkrumah, communalism and its 
communitarian ethics serve as the perfect ground for a socialist society 
(Nkrumah 2005 [1964]; AP, p. 136).

Despite this positive account of African society’s fitness for social-
ism, Nkrumah identifies a crisis of the contemporary African conscience 
that needs to be overcome first, a schizophrenia in need of correction: 
Colonialism, Euro-Christianity and Islam have led to several competing 
ideologies within the African mind-set. For this reason, there is a need 
for a unifying philosophy. Having this purpose in mind, Nkrumah cre-
ates a metaphysical account of a socialist philosophy that is supposed to 
recreate African identity and to lay a foundation for postcolonial govern-
ance. He calls this philosophy “consciencism.” Consciencism is a materi-
alist doctrine, entailing, however, a spiritualist dimension—accepting the 
existence of a god. It hence marries monotheism both to African tradi-
tions, and to Marxist materialism. Furthermore, consciencism calls for a 
nationalist path, and affirms the right to collective self-determination.

Hountondji, however, remains critical of Nkrumah’s political phi-
losophy for the following reason: “[t]he crucial weakness of the project 
resides in the basic assumption that Africa needs a collective philoso-
phy” (AP, p. 149). Rather than demanding a shared ideology, the young 
nation states need to develop a healthy pluralism, which would be the 
fertile ground for a democratic system to flourish. Furthermore, accord-
ing to Hountondji, Nkrumah oversaw, on an empirical level, the mate-
rial conflicts and the struggles within the young African nation states, 
which were most pertinent to be overcome. One of his major mistakes 
was to cover up the class struggle with reference to an idyllic egalitarian 
past (ibid., p. 150). In addition, Hountondji disagrees with Nkrumah’s 
notion of the role of philosophy in society. Whereas Nkrumah takes it for 
granted that philosophy should serve politics, and can be directly associ-
ated with distinct political positions (in which, for example, idealism is an 
expression of oligarchy), Hountondji argues that philosophy should be 
used to reflect critically upon politics, and not be instrumentalised by the 
latter (ibid., p. xiv).
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However, in his later work, Nkrumah himself acknowledged that 
his earlier conception of an idyllic, classless precolonial life (still shared 
by his contemporaries at this time, associated with African Socialism, 
Léopold Sédar Sénghor and Julius Nyerere [1922–1999]), was a “fet-
ish” and neglected the internal power dynamics and conflict within 
the emergent nation states (AP, p. 137). As a consequence, in his later 
work, Nkrumah calls for an armed struggle against the reigning bour-
geoisies, as well as for resistance against neo-colonial forms of oppres-
sion and conspiracy. He now also becomes a sharp critic of those regimes 
who played the role of “puppets” for neo-colonial interests, as well as 
the Organization for African Unity, that neglected to address the differ-
ent political orientations within Africa. To reduce Nkrumah to his early, 
unanimist phase, does not, for this reason, do justice to the open, per-
tinent, and attentive revisions that mark his oeuvre as a political thinker  
(ibid., pp. 138–139). This is the positive note on which Hountondji’s 
engagement with Nkrumah ends: being the subject of self-critical reflec-
tion makes him an important African political thinker.

getting out of the “AfricAnist ghetto”
Critically engaging with one’s own living culture implies also a redirec-
tion of discourse to one’s contemporaries. It means leading a debate that 
is independent of Europe, and that steps out of the so-called “Africanist 
ghetto” (SfM, p. 104), according to which Africans need to write about 
Africa for a European and North American audience. African Studies, 
Hountondji argues, are a European invention, constructed to satisfy a 
Western craving for exoticism, and which turn out to become an intel-
lectual prison if they are not fundamentally transformed (AP, p. 52). The 
philosophical direction Hountondji calls for is to be set radically apart 
from ethnographic descriptive discourse and Africanist study in its orig-
inal sense.

However, when reviewing his radical critique of African Studies, he 
later admits that “we, in Africa, still have an urgent need for self-discov-
ery” (AP, p. xix; 2009). At this stage, he sets the new task as one of rein-
venting and critically appropriating African studies. Methodologically, 
this might be done by a sociology of collective representations—which 
could not deliver “African philosophies”—but which could provide 
important material that philosophy in Africa might critically and fruit-
fully engage with (AP, p. xxiii; 1990). Hence a reform of African Studies  
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might unearth written sources, ideas and methods that could be the 
objects of critical scrutiny by African philosophy. Let’s now turn to the 
question of what constitutes philosophy in a positive sense, and how 
African philosophers should approach it.

PhilosoPhy beyond myth

Going back to an early article, entitled “The Myth of spontaneous 
Philosophy” (French: 1972, Engl. 1974), Hountondji distinguishes 
between the philosmuthos and the philosophos (1972, p. 118). The former 
loves myth, whereas the latter loves “science.” It is interesting to note 
that Hountondji translated sophos with science (French), which in this 
combination is generally referred to in English as “wisdom.” The dis-
tinction between “myth” and its Others marks also the title of his major 
monograph, demarcating “myth” from “reality” (AP).

According to Hountondji, myths are part of any society, even those 
that consider themselves to be the most progressive and enlightened 
(1972, p. 115). Mythology constitutes a way of narrating the distinctive 
traits of a cultural heritage, and of providing guidance for human actions, 
based on practical solutions to recurrent problems. Since Greek antiq-
uity, philosophy is considered as the critical reflection of myth, and as an 
interruption of mythological thinking. It reflects upon orally transmitted 
truths that have solidified into the dogmas of an era. Philosophy is hence, 
necessarily, non-conventional, and starts by scrutinizing common day-
to-day assumptions. We start to philosophise when we begin to wonder  
about the basic premises of our existence, and when we start to realise  
our ignorance in respect to fundamental questions of our world. By 
doing so, we encounter aporias, impasses of thought, that call for dialec-
tical inquiry (ibid., pp. 119–120). To put it in a nutshell, philosophical 
thinking refuses to accept authoritarian knowledge, and critiques preju-
dice (ibid., p. 123). Therefore, it needs to be set apart both from both 
myth and tradition.

In addition, myth and philosophy are not marked by a chronologi-
cal distance. Rather, myth and philosophy circumscribe different forms 
of knowledge production that need to be clearly distinguished from 
one another. Ethnophilosophy, therefore, makes a categorical mistake. 
It confuses popular wisdom with philosophical thinking: “[i]f, then, 
we must compare African wisdom to something, it is certainly not to 
European philosophy, but to European wisdom” (Hountondji 1970, 
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p. 185). Ethnophilosophy, in this reading, is re-mythologizing philoso-
phy, by making it conventional and purely immanent to a given culture 
(Hountondji 1972, p. 126). It is therefore antithetical to a discipline that 
necessarily aims at liberating minds. Contrariwise, philosophy demands 
vigilance and critical individual judgement upon the shortcomings of 
every historical moment. For this reason, it needs to be voiced by a sub-
ject that takes the responsibility for his or her claims, because what she 
voices might be contrary to the dominant mindset within a given period.

knowledge for A shAred future: PhilosoPhy As science

As we have seen, philosophy, in the strict sense, is a “specific theoretical 
discipline with its own exigencies and methodological rules” (AP, p. 47).  
It demands free discussion among individuals, based on consciously 
 chosen and justified arguments. In this sense, philosophy is a univer-
sal discipline, whose meaning does not differ depending on the place 
where it is practiced. Another of the enigmatic figures of the professional 
school of African philosophy, Kwasi Wiredu, affirms this point in his 
essay on “How not to compare African traditional thought with Western 
thought” (1997 [1976]), when he states: “[u]nfortunately, instead of 
seeing the non-scientific characteristics of African traditional thought as 
typifying traditional thought in general, Westerners have tended to take 
them as defining a peculiarly African way of thinking” (ibid., p. 320). 
Hence we should identify the elements of scientific rigidity and clarity 
that can be equally found in European and African philosophy.

Yet what does this rigorous philosophical inquiry look like? 
Hountondji’s notion of philosophy as science is evidently influenced by 
Husserl’s conception of “Philosophy as strict science” (1965 [1911]) 
that Hountondji had engaged with in his study of phenomenology dur-
ing the preparation of his Ph.D. thesis (Husserl 1965). It seems equally 
to reflect the teachings of Marxism by his professor Louis Althusser (cf. 
AP, p. 94; Althusser 2005 [1965]; Althusser and Balibar 2009). For 
Hountondji, and in line with Althusser, philosophic progress relies on 
scientific advances (AP, p. 97): It “is strictly modelled on the model of 
scientific discourse (though it is not, of course a simple replication of it) 
and in this way hinged upon the history of scientific discourse” (ibid., p. 
98). Rather than elaborating on metaphysical issues (concerning death, 
God and human destiny), Hountondji demands that African philosophy 
should turn to the future of the continent and the conditions of scientific 
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progress (ibid., p. 99). Hountondji’s emphasis on the development of 
African science explains also, partly, his later engagement as a Minister 
of Education in the Republic of Benin (1990–1991) and his critique of 
scientific extraversion (cf. Chapter 5 and Chapter 6).

The practical scope and future-orientation of philosophy relies on a 
proper understanding of the past. Philosophers are megalomaniacs, but 
by necessity so, Hountondji argues, insofar as they tend to reject the 
history of philosophy to create new philosophical systems exploring the 
conditions of the possibilities of knowledge for the future (AP, p. 75). 
Thereby, philosophy necessarily relies on a past discourse, in which it 
inscribes itself: “[e]very great philosophy is a rebirth, a radical question-
ing. But the break itself appears only after the event, through a kind of 
recursion which is also essential to all philosophy, as a necessary moment 
in the history of philosophy, a turning, renascence, revolution, mutation 
taking place within that history and not a suppression or annihilation 
that comes from the outside” (ibid., p. 90). A philosopher revisits past 
theories, rejects them, embraces a new philosophical standpoint, and, 
from this new vantage point, re-reads history. Written sources enable this 
kind of intertextual reference and mutual critique. Philosophy is an end-
less conversation, which constitutively remains incomplete. To facilitate 
cross-cutting dialogue over time and space, Hountondji calls for a writ-
ten philosophical discourse. This demand has provoked many reactions 
among his contemporaries, and needs therefore to be looked at carefully 
and in its complexity.

the PrimAcy of the written word

According to Hountondji, there is no philosophy, as a scientific dis-
course, without a written praxis (AP, p. 99). For that matter, he calls for 
a turn to texts as foundations for philosophical inquiry. Although writ-
ten discourses existed in precolonial Africa, it lacked a “broad democratic 
practice of writing” (ibid., p. 101), which would be the condition for a 
scientific debate.

Hountondji’s central argument for the primacy of writing is that “oral 
tradition favours the consolidation of knowledge into dogmatic, intangi-
ble systems, whereas archival transmission promotes better the possibility 
of a critique of knowledge between individuals and from one generation 
to another” (AP, p. 103). Whereas his former teacher, Jacques Derrida, 
argued in Grammatology (2017 [1976]) that oral mnemonic techniques 
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of memorizing play the same role as written documents, Hountondji 
stresses the difference between the two: in fear of forgetting, knowl-
edge transmitted orally tends to solidify into a set of dogmas. Written 
discourse, on the other hand, frees the intellect of this burden: “[s]uch is 
the real function of (empirical) writing. It leaves the task of conversation 
to matter (books, documents, archives etc.) and liberates the mind to 
make innovations that may shake established ideas and even overthrow 
them completely” (AP, p. 104).

African philosophy can thus only evolve based on a written record: 
“[t]housands of Socrates could never have given birth to Greek philos-
ophy,” Hountondji claims (ibid., p. 106). In order to assess oral knowl-
edge, he calls for the careful selection, recording and systematization of 
orally transmitted knowledge (ibid., p. 105). African philosophy needs to 
“write its memoirs” (ibid.) and document individual thought processes 
by autonomous thinkers. This has been done in Sage philosophy, another 
school of African philosophy since the independencies. The Kenyan phi-
losopher, Henry Odera Oruka, and his team, recorded and transcribed 
the philosophical knowledge of so-called “sages” in Eastern Africa based 
on interviews with selected individuals (Oruka 1990; cf. Introduction).

the scoPe of PhilosoPhy in generAl And “AfricAn” 
PhilosoPhy in PArticulAr

Based on the critique of ethnophilosophy, and Hountondji’s elabo-
ration of the nexus between philosophy, science and written discourse, 
we will now carve out the most important elements of what constitutes 
African philosophy in a positive sense. The main points of criticism of 
“ethnophilosophy” comprised the following aspects: First, authors of 
ethnophilosophical texts ascribe their findings to collectivities and not 
to individual thinkers. This ascription implies the assumption of “prim-
itive unanimity” (AP, p. 60), hiding the internal contradictions, the 
plurality of positions and the existence of minority standpoints in every 
cultural, philosophical or political context. Moreover, strictly speaking, 
collectivities do not think. Philosophical thinking always arises from an 
individual thought-process, reflecting upon collectively shared social pro-
cesses, norms, and conventions. This thought-process is a conscious act 
that a philosopher chooses to engage in and that is anti-conventional. 
In order to facilitate a philosophical debate, philosophers need to take 
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responsibility for what they claim. The question of intellectual respon-
sibility is crucial in Hountondji’s argument. The ethnophilosopher’s 
claim that philosophy is unconscious, but can be unearthed through an 
outsider’s perspective, implies that the philosopher cannot take respon-
sibility for his or her philosophical positions, and that she does not have 
the means to justify them, because she ascribes them to the studied col-
lective. However, the practice of reasoning about philosophical princi-
ples is an essential element of the discipline. In this sense, Hountondji 
demands that we distinguish between philosophy as a critical endeavour, 
based on individual reasonable arguments, and ethnology as the disen-
gaged description of conventional knowledge, be it religious knowledge 
or other aspects of shared beliefs and social practice. In order to engage 
with other philosophers across time and space, Hountondji calls for a 
written philosophical discourse that allows for a dialectical interrogation 
of one’s own and others’ philosophical texts.

What thus distinguishes philosophy from other disciplines, for exam-
ple sociology or anthropology, is its critical trait. Philosophy is not lim-
ited to describing the phenomenal world, but gives an analysis thereof. 
What further distinguishes it from religion, is its awareness of and reflec-
tion on the limits of epistemological insights. Hountondji refers to 
Immanuel Kant’s critique of speculative reasoning, arguing that a “crit-
ical philosophy” should distance itself from metaphysical inquiries and 
limit itself to what it actually can do (Kant 1999 [1781]; Hountondji 
1987, pp. 8–10). However, philosophy cannot give direct political 
guidance. Relying on the ideology-critique of Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels, Hountondji demands that activists need to “get out of philos-
ophy” in order to tackle the political task of transforming the world we 
live in (Marx 1969, cit. in ibid., p. 13). Philosophical inquiry cannot be a 
substitute for concrete political decision-making, which is based on stra-
tegic decision-making and knowledge of many practical circumstances. 
However, this limitation of philosophy does not make it less attractive; 
what philosophy can do is critically to scrutinise politics and society. For 
Hountondji, it is a liberatory practice, insofar as it aims at freeing the 
mind from religious thinking and at demystifying ideology, with refer-
ence to the material conditions of existence that allow ideologies to 
flourish.

Another important element of philosophy, as we have already seen, 
lies in its potential to consider scientific practices, to reflect on “the 
logic of sciences, on the conditions of their constitution and their 
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development, on the theoretical and historical relationships that they 
have between them and, as the case may be, between them and their 
technical applications, on the forms of ways of their social insertion, the 
modes of social appropriation of their theoretical and practical results” 
(ibid., p. 19). This “theory of science” will spell out the possible con-
tribution of science to the development of its society (cf. Chapter 4). 
Finally, Hountondji suggests understanding philosophy as a univer-
sal practice that does not change depending on the place where it is 
practiced.

Therefore, philosophizing circumscribes the same discipline, be it 
in Africa, Asia, Europe or Latin America. Henceforth, the attribute 
“African” in “African philosophy” refers to the authorship of the text 
produced, not to what is being produced. It does not imply any neces-
sary relevance for the chosen topic: “[b]y ‘African philosophy’ I mean a 
set of texts, specifically the set of texts written by Africans and described 
as philosophical by their authors themselves” (AP, p. 33). There are three 
elements inherent in this classification: First, African philosophy mate-
rialises in written discourse. Second, its authors are “African”. Note, 
however, that the question remains unanswered: who is “African”? Are 
African philosophers those of African descent? Do they include African-
born citizens living in the diaspora, or non-black thinkers living for 
generations on the African continent? Appiah stresses the arbitrary char-
acter of this definition based solely on a geographical categorization of 
the author, when he states: “[…] we shall have, as a result, to count as 
African philosophy many texts whose connection with Africa is no more 
(and, one should add, no less) profound than the nationality of their 
authors” (1993, p. 90). Third, the author must categorise his or her 
text as “philosophical.” This last element entails, therefore, a moment of 
self-ascription.

Hountondji later clarifies, in his essay from 1981, “Que peut la phi-
losophie?” (Engl. 1987, “What Philosophy Can Do”) that this mini-
mal definition was not meant to be comprehensive, but rather chosen 
to be provocative. Its scope was to demystify Africanity, in the sense 
of the presumption that the content of “African philosophy” must be 
radically different from philosophy done elsewhere. The geographi-
cal criterion, according to Hountondji, reduced the significance of the 
attribute “African” to the matter of birth of the philosophical author: 
“somebody who is attached, by his biological ascent, to that portion of 
the world called Africa” (1987, p. 7). It thereby opens up the possibility 
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for a plurality of philosophical traditions and objects of inquiry that the 
African philosopher might turn to, by not making him or her the pris-
oner of any identity-based prescriptions of what “authentically” African 
approaches and themes have to look like.

the urgent tAsk of the PhilosoPher todAy: 
PhilosoPhising At the mArgins

What is then the task of the philosopher, generally speaking, and for the 
philosopher in the African context in particular? Hountondji demands 
that African philosophy should be directed, first, at the critique of the 
ideological distortions of many oppressed citizens within African socie-
ties; second, at appropriating what is best of the philosophical traditions 
produced elsewhere and at putting it to work in Africa for the sake of 
understanding the present; and, third, at pursuing the “paradoxical task 
consisting in getting out of philosophy, in transgressing continuously its 
limits in order to have with reality another type of theoretical and prac-
tical relationship, in such a way as to contribute to a positive solution of 
problems which are masked by the pseudo-problems cloaked in mysti-
fication” (1987, p. 22). This third demand recalls, in Derrida’s words, 
operating on the “margins of philosophy,” by constantly transgressing 
and transforming the discipline (1984 [1972]).

The task of philosophising at the margins comprises another set 
of tasks. First, and here we might recall Hountondji early engagement 
with Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology, philosophy needs to return 
to the things themselves, in their complexity and particular significance 
(Hountondji 1987, p. 23). Second, philosophy needs to become inter-
disciplinary, engaging with other disciplines, such as law, mathematics, 
linguistic or physics. Third, the philosopher needs to become cogni-
zant of her own social position as a privileged member of society, and 
put his education in the service of those who are suffering from injustice  
(ibid., p. 24).

To resume, Hountondji’s notion of philosophy, which seems to 
be influenced by Husserl and the Marxist thought prevalent in the left 
intellectual scene in Paris in the 1960s, puts philosophy at the service 
of social and political progress, without, however, confusing philosoph-
ical inquiry with political practice. The relationship is more complex. 
Intellectual clarity, rigour and self-reflexivity are the foundations for the 
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advancement of the African people(s). The task of African philosophers, 
then, does not necessarily consist in turning to a prescribed set of mate-
rial, for example precolonial or indigenous knowledge. It rather consists 
in the philosopher’s making any tradition his own, and using it for social 
advancement.

This vision, that African philosophy should incorporate a diversity of 
intellectual sources and traditions, and should not define itself based on 
“African” content, conflicted with the need for cultural recognition and 
discursive decolonization that many intellectuals on the continent felt at 
the time of independence. Therefore, Hountondji’s definition of African 
philosophy encountered many criticisms, with the harshest coming from 
the African continent itself, as we will see in the third chapter on the 
debate of Hountondji with his contemporaries.

However, before turning to the controversies Hountondji held with 
several of his colleagues, we will make a brief detour to an interesting 
historical figure in African philosophy, a detour that will highlight some 
central issues in the debate on African philosophy. Hountondji had 
started researching on the eighteenth-century African-descent philoso-
pher Anton-Wilhelm Amo in the late 1960s, under a UNESCO fellow-
ship. The resulting essay was first published in 1970, and later became 
the fifth chapter of Hountondji’s seminal work, African Philosophy: Myth 
and Reality.

excursus: An eighteenth-century AfricAn  
PhilosoPher—the legAcy of Anton-wilhelm Amo

As explained above, the content of African philosophy, according to 
Hountondji’s understanding, includes works on non-African philoso-
phers, for examples authors from the European canon, such as Immanuel 
Kant or Edmund Husserl. It further comprises the textual production 
of North Africans working on fields such as Arabo-Islamic philosophy. 
In addition, it includes the thought of an emblematic figure such as 
Anton-Wilhelm Amo (* 1703),6 a philosopher of the eighteenth cen-
tury, born in Axim, in present-day Western Ghana, who was raised and 
educated in Germany, where he taught as a professor in philosophy at 

6 The circumstances and date of Amo’s death are unknown. He returned to Ghana in 
1747. There is little evidence concerning his life back in Africa.
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the universities of Halle, Wittenberg and Jena. Hountondji discusses his 
work, having the question in mind of what African philosophy consists 
of, and how, from that angle, one might evaluate Anton-Wilhelm Amo’s  
legacy.

Anton-Wilhelm Amo called himself, in his written treatises in Latin, 
Amo-Guinea-Afer or Amo guinea-Africanus (Amo the Guinean-
African). The name Anton-Wilhelm was given to him by his foster-father,  
Duke Anton Ulrich of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel, succeeded by his son, 
Wilhelm August. Amo probably came to Europe through the Dutch 
church, having been sent by a local preacher to Christian parents to 
receive an education in Europe.

As a young adult, Amo enrolled as a student in the privileged Ritter 
Academy of Wolfenbüttel, and took postgraduate courses at Helmstedt 
University, a Protestant orthodox university (Abraham 2004, p. 192). 
Amo studied and taught at the intellectual centres of the German 
Aufklärung, such as the University of Halle, where the oeuvre of 
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was taught, and where the relationship to 
the state and the church was rather critical. Amo’s teachers included 
Hermann Francke, Christian Wolff and Christian Thomasius. Halle at 
this period was famous for its “nonconformist faculty and students,” and 
its “freethinking professors and students,” who positioned themselves as 
anti-clerical and anti-establishment (ibid., p. 192). Here, Amo became a 
reader in law and wrote his first dissertation, entitled De Jure Maurorum 
in Europa (“On the Rights of Black Africans in Europe”). He argued 
that the servitude of Africans, brought by Christians to Europe, was 
inimical to commonly established laws. Unfortunately, this thesis is lost 
today. The content can only be recovered by means of a summary in the 
annuals of the University of Halle. In 1730, after the defence of his the-
sis, Amo left for the University of Wittenberg, where he studied medi-
cine and psychology. In addition, he pursued a second dissertation, De 
humanae mentis apatheia (“On the Apatheia of the Human Mind”). It 
was meant as an intervention in the contemporary controversy between 
mechanists and vitalists (AP, p. 118).

Contrary to most of the earlier interpreters, Hountondji decides not 
to focus on the exceptional biography of Amo, but to engage more 
closely with his philosophical texts. For this purpose, he chooses to focus 
on De humanae mentis apatheia. In this treatise, Amo argues against the 
vitalists’ belief in the sensitivity of the mind, instead advocating a care-
ful ontological distinction between the body (which is sensitive) and the 



2 HOUNTONDJI’S CRITIQUE OF ETHNOPHILOSOPHY AND HIS NOTION …  41

mind (which is apathetic). Therewith, he refutes the assumption made 
by scholastic theology, of an active human mind, further distinguishing 
between the non-passive spirit of God and the human mind, which is 
dependent on the body for sensation. According to Amo, divine spir-
its and human minds hence belong to radically different genera (ibid., 
p. 125). As a consequence, Amo states: “[a]lthough I do not know in 
what manner God and the disembodied spirits understand themselves 
and their operations and external things, I do not think it probable that 
they do it through ideas” (De humanae mentis apatheia, ch. I, member 
I, para I, development II, cit. in ibid., p. 126). In Hountondji’s reading, 
by stating this, Amo clearly takes an agnostic stance towards the exist-
ence of God—which is a very radical position at his time. The disserta-
tion is marked by irony and an insistence on clarity, representing Amo’s 
understanding of philosophy as a profession of coherence. In addi-
tion, Amo is clearly demarcating the epistemological limitations of his 
inquiry, and refrains from any metaphysical speculations. Hountondji of 
course cherishes these aspects of his work. Amo’s particular understand-
ing of philosophy as a discipline is explained more thoroughly in the 
Tractatus de Arte sobrie et accurate philosophandi (“Treatise on the Art of 
Philosophizing with Sobriety and Accuracy”), which he completed after 
returning to Halle. There, Amo became a lecturer, and propagated the 
philosophy of his teacher Christian Wolff. In 1726, Wolff had been dis-
missed by the Prussian King Frederic Wilhelm I, because his philosophy 
was becoming far too critical and subversive for the Prussian state; but he 
was allowed to return to Halle in 1740.

As we can see, Amo acted in a milieu of anti-clerical, secular and 
anti-establishment philosophical activity. The only written piece that 
dealt with an African subject has been lost, and is only briefly recounted 
in the records. Hence Hountondji asks at the end of his exegesis of 
Amo’s philosophical oeuvre: “[w]hat does this work contain that can be 
called African? Disappointing thought it may be, the answer must be: 
nothing” (ibid., p. 128). There is no reference made to African values or 
African modes of thought throughout his work. The body of references 
is entirely European. However, Hountondji challenges his readers, why, 
after all, would this conclusion be disappointing? The expectation that an 
African scholar, based in the German university system in the eighteenth 
century, must necessarily engage in an African way with philosophy is the 
actual problem in question, he states: “[t]o require thinkers to be con-
tent with reaffirming the beliefs of their people or social group is exactly  
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the same as prohibiting them from thinking freely and condemning them 
in the long term to intellectual asphyxia [breathlessness, note by the 
authors]” (ibid., p. 129). Assigning Africans to African topics and methods  
alone means excluding them from the universal, and relegating their 
intellectual activities to the particularities of their culture, implying some-
times, a relativist and sceptical stance. Rather, African philosophers in the 
eighteenth century, as well as today, should be able to find themselves 
“freely seizing the whole existing philosophical and scientific heritage, 
assimilating and mastering it in order to be able to transcend it” (ibid.).

The only disappointment regarding the oeuvre of Amo might be 
found in the fact that his whole theoretical endeavour was solely aimed 
at a European readership. This orientation could and would need to 
be overcome today, producing theory not for the gaze of Europe, but 
for Africans. In this sense, Amo was a victim of his time, who could not 
have done otherwise in his academic career, having been brought to and 
raised in an entirely European context, and being disconnected from his 
African roots.

Yet, as we learn from fragments of historical sources, after a brief 
period of counselling the Prussian King Friedrich II in 1740, Amo 
returned to his country of origin, and arrived in Africa sometime 
between 1747 and 1753. There, he met his father and his sister, and 
learnt that his twin brother, Atta, had been enslaved and shipped to 
Surinam. Amo engaged actively in demanding reparations for his (in the 
meantime deceased) brother. He lived the rest of his life as a hermit and 
sage, being highly valued for his broad knowledge, linguistic skills and 
wisdom (Abraham 2004, p. 198; AP, p. 118). Hence, at the end of his 
life, Amo became a local intellectual, offering his broad education and 
depth of mind to his African fellow citizens.

***

Hence, throughout his oeuvre, Hountondji calls for a seizure and “put-
ting to work” of the notion of philosophy, since, although the field 
might have been dominated by European intellectuals, it is not a prop-
erty of Europe (AP, p. 177). Finally, African countries need to set the 
conditions for free and controversial discussions, and materially to pro-
vide the ground for independent, autonomous research on the conti-
nent. Before inquiring into the concrete conditions for doing so, we will 
have a closer look at the debate that was stirred by Hountondji’s critique 
of ethnophilosophy among his contemporaries.
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Abstract  Hountondji’s contemporaries reacted to his critique of  
ethnophilosophy and his vision of how African philosophy should be prop-
erly done and fostered a vibrant discussion on the methods, scope, and 
standing of philosophy in the African context. The chapter resumes the 
main elements of this debate, including the topic of who philosophises (the 
individual or a collective), of the question of orality versus textuality of phil-
osophical praxis, the nature of science, and the role of popular knowledge 
in academia. The chapter concludes by considering the ambivalent charac-
ter of ethnophilosophy in the time of its emergence and in contemporary 
scholarship.

Keywords  African philosophy · Ethnophilosophy ·  
Collective reasoning · Orality · Popular knowledge

The vigorous critique of the project of “ethnophilosophy” by Paulin 
Hountondji and some of his colleagues, such as Fabien Eboussi Boulaga 
(1968) and Marcien Towa (1971) provoked several harsh reactions from 
his contemporary philosophers in Africa, but also initiated a very broad 
and fruitful debate on the content and scope of philosophy in the liber-
ated nations. Among his most outspoken early critics were Niamkey Koffi 
(1980 [1976]), Olabiyi Babalola Yai (1977), and Oyekan Owomoyela 
(1987). Their rejection of Paulin Hountondji’s ideas is partly connected 
to his status as a privileged, supposedly elitist intellectual, who studied 
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in the metropolis with some of the most famous Francophone philoso-
phers of his time, and who is considered by them as uprooted from his 
African origins and alienated by a Western mentality (cf. Mudimbe 1988, 
p. 171). These ad-hominem accusations of an alleged “class position” are 
difficult for Hountondji to contest, and of no great lasting philosophical 
value. However, there are several interesting points of criticism that are 
worth discussing today. These points of criticism concern Hountondji’s 
emphasis on individual authorship, the primacy of the written word, 
his narrow definition of what is “African” about “African philosophy”, 
the scientific character of philosophy, and the role of African culture in  
philosophical theorizing.

the PhilosoPher As PArt of A collective  
Process of reAsoning

According to his critics, Hountondji overstresses the individualistic char-
acter of philosophical discursive production. They present the following 
arguments. First, philosophers generally do not invent their particu-
lar arguments out of nowhere. Rather, they develop, present and refine 
their point of views in a dialogue with their philosophical community: 
“[…] there is no apparent link of necessity between the existence of phi-
losophy and the ‘effort’ of the ‘individual’ since every philosophy that 
finds expression after a period of gestation is always informed through 
the channel of one or more individuals. […] Philosophy, like history 
in general, cannot be conceived as the work of ‘geniuses’” (Yai 1977,  
p. 10) Often, individual philosophers simply express in an eloquent man-
ner what is actually common knowledge among intellectual circles at a 
given period of time. These philosophers appropriate collective knowl-
edge, which is better understood as a product of a shared enterprise of 
reasoning (Koffi 1980 [1976], p. 178). Since African societies were not 
part of a capitalist economy in precolonial times, there was no need to 
claim ownership over or a “copyright” of ideas and concepts that were 
collectively advanced (Yai 1977, pp. 10–11). This, however, does not 
mean that there have been no excellent individual thinkers on the African 
continent. To state that there is a “collective philosophy” simply means 
that distinct philosophical ideas have undergone a collective process of 
reasoning: “[t]hus even when one attributes ideas or beliefs to whole 
communities one says no more thereby than that the ideas or beliefs have 
undergone the necessary communal proofing to be judged consistent 
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with the group’s ethos” (Owomoyela 1987, p. 86). Note that this argu-
ment does not unravel the charge of unanimity voiced by Hountondji. 
If ideas have to be approved by the collective, this implies that there are 
ideas which are shared by all members of a community—without dissi-
dence or internal contradiction.

Another argument justifying “collective” attribution of ownership 
states that claiming individual authority over an argument contradicts 
the African “traditional spirit”, since it displays “assertive possessiveness” 
(Owomoyela 1987, p. 86). It is hence a culturalist argument. According 
to Owomoyela, to attribute knowledge to the elders of a community 
should not be taken literally. Rather, it is a sign of modesty and acknowl-
edgement of the collective efforts in which individual thinking is always 
necessarily embedded (ibid., p. 88). Hence we are only confronted with 
the question of who is claiming authorship.

Another way of explaining the lack of individual authorship in African 
intellectual production is the lack of written evidence of the authorship 
in oral cultures. Kwame Gyekye has argued that there have probably 
been excellent individuals who have advanced philosophical inquiries 
(1987, p. xvii). It just means that their names have been forgotten in 
the course of time and merged into the pool of collective heritage of 
traditional philosophy. It is therefore inadequate to deny the existence 
of traditional African philosophy as an individual effort, since we simply 
cannot know (ibid., p. xviii).

Hountondji’s response to these points of criticism operates on dif-
ferent levels. First, he stresses that attributing individual authorship to 
a distinct set of ideas is not meant to claim “ownership” over them. Its 
purpose is that a person holds responsibility for what she voices; that the 
author stands for a position with her name and will take up the charge 
of defending her ideas within a scientific community (Hountondji 
1980, p. 90; SfM, pp. 189–190). The weakness of collective attribution 
of philosophical ideas lies in hiding beyond the authority of tradition:  
“[e]thnophilosophers take refuge from this responsibility by hiding 
behind the ‘thought of the elders’, which they present in a simplified and 
caricatural manner, instead of declaring overtly these positions as their 
own” (Hountondji 1980, p. 91, translated by the authors). Second, what 
makes a reflection “philosophical” is its critical impetus towards the ideol-
ogy of a given time. For that reason, philosophical opinions are not sim-
ply an expression of shared collective wisdom. Rather, reconsidering the 
oeuvre of Karl Marx or Friedrich Engels, these philosophical discourses 
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represent a rupture with the ideological context of a given time, and dis-
tance themselves from what are conventional, ideologically distorted 
modes of perceiving the world (1989, p. 21). Third, if an author claims to 
express collectively shared ideas, she glosses over the fact that certain posi-
tions might not be held by the whole community, and that her discourse 
might be a dominating discourse. Ethnophilosophy, in this sense, tends to 
be a discourse of power and group domination over minority positions, 
having dangerous political implications. It can be abused as a weapon of 
the conservatives and traditionalists, and endangers democratic liber-
ties that Hountondji believes to be essential for a flourishing intellectual 
debate. For these reasons, it is of paramount importance to stress individ-
ual authorship in philosophical textual production.

orAlity As text

Another disputed claim of Hountondji’s is his stance that philosophi-
cal text needs to be written (AP). This claim concerns also the nature of 
the content that can be transmitted orally and the kind of discourse that 
can be held within a society, which mostly relies on oral knowledge. 
Koffi objects to this claim that even in the Western tradition, oral phi-
losophy existed. In Greek antiquity, Socrates transmitted his knowledge 
orally—and no one would dispute his status as a philosopher today on 
the grounds of the oral nature of his philosophical discourse (Koffi 1980 
[1976], p. 182). The same goes for Thales, Anaximander and Anaximenes, 
whose work can be only reconstructed through written references by 
other philosophers (cf. Ikuenobe 1997, p. 201). The orality of the dis-
course did not, as claimed by Hountondji, prevent thinkers from criticiz-
ing one another, nor did it produce only dogmatic thought. Moreover, 
“the authors” referred to each other’s positions from one generation to 
another, and also within a given period of time (Yai 1977, pp. 8–9). There 
was “intertextuality” within African oral culture. Moreover, Owomoyela 
stresses that the cultural preference for orality in African cultures is not 
rooted in a yearning for clear dogmas, but is based on an anti-authoritar-
ian attitude. Likewise, orality allows for constant revision and revisiting of 
ideas, since it is “a medium that does not fix one in positions but permits a 
cleansing of the slate when and as necessary” (1987, p. 89).

Still, Hountondji claims that: “[t]housands of Socrates could never 
have given birth to Greek philosophy” (AP, p. 106). Without a tran-
scription of his dialogues, we would not be able to discuss Socrates as a 
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philosophical thinker. He points to his own positive reference to Odera 
Oruka’s project of sage philosophy (1990) as a project for collecting and 
transcribing the teachings of individual thinkers, a “philosophical ora-
ture” (AP, p. ix). Another early attempt at ethnographic collection of 
an individual thought process was made by the anthropologist Marcel 
Griaule, in a book entitled Conversations with Ogotemmeli (1965), in 
which he documents the thought of a Dogon elder. Hountondji posi-
tively mentions this study as well. Interestingly, he later reacts to the 
other points of criticism put forward and expands his “minimal defini-
tion” of African philosophy, including oral texts, too, as philosophical 
expression through human speech (SfM, p. 98).

Nevertheless, Hountondji reaffirms his pledge for a contemporary writ-
ten discourse as the ground for future philosophical discussions, and points 
to the performative contradictions of some of his contemporaries, who too 
naively embrace oral culture, but still rely on written academic conventions: 
“Should we, in order to remain ourselves, renounce writing and pretend to 
ignore what we have long known, deceive ourselves and others as we con-
tinue to proclaim the superiority of our oral cultures, write lengthy indict-
ments against writing, in articles, which, by their very existence refute in 
practice what they pretend to say? Or should we take note of the real pro-
cess of our thinking today and the role of writing in the development of all 
research, including research on oral cultures?” (AP, p. x)

The debate on orality and writing, for sure, has not ended. More 
recently, Souleyman Bachir Diagne has called for a shift of focus concern-
ing the discussion. He argues (2016, pp. 56–60) that African precolonial 
culture has a rich tradition of written discourse, such as the sources of 
Islamic philosophy, including commentaries on Aristotle and Plato, wait-
ing to be studied in the intellectual centres of Djenné, Timbuktu (Mali) 
and Coki (Senegal), which can serve as historical material of African phi-
losophy: “[…] it is time to leave what we could call a griot paradigm that 
identifies Africa with orality, in order to envisage a history of (written) 
erudition in Africa. It must be said that the debate over the existence 
of an African tradition of philosophical thought, and of its possibility 
in the absence of writing, is often carried out in complete ignorance of 
the established history of intellectual centres in Africa where texts con-
taining an undeniable philosophical dimension were studied and com-
mented on, in writing, and where the names of Plato and Aristotle, for 
example, were well known long before the European presence.” Diagne 
points to the practice of “Falsafa”, the translation of antique texts into 
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Syriac and Arabic, and commentary on Greek knowledge that consti-
tuted the philosophical engagement, predominantly with Aristotle and 
Plato, in Northern Africa from 1000 C.E. onwards. Even though written 
sources in Africa do not contain many pieces that are purely philosoph-
ical, philosophical elements will be found in many writings on theology, 
jurisprudence, or Sufi metaphysics (ibid., p. 59). In addition, the knowl-
edge of Arabic characters was equally used in the nineteenth century to 
transcribe local African languages, constituting a rich literature even in 
Hausa and Fulfulde in present-day Nigeria (ibid.). Likewise, in the tra-
dition of Anta Cheik Diop, scholars in African philosophy are calling for 
more attention to Egyptian sources (Sesanti 2016). Hence there is still a 
rich heritage of written material in Africa that can become the source of 
philosophical reflection on a variety of topics.

the reProAch of western scientism

Hountondji’s definition of philosophy as science equally provoked many 
reactions from his contemporaries. His critic Koffi stresses the ideologi-
cal nature of philosophy, whereby philosophers generally seek to defend 
their hegemonic class positions by relying on apparently scientific evi-
dence to prove their arguments (1980 [1976], p. 169). Referring to 
Althusser, he argues that philosophers exploit sciences and use their data 
to prove their ideological positions.

Responding to this charge, Hountondji underscores the complexity of 
Althusser’s view regarding the relationship between philosophy and sci-
ence. Philosophy relies on science, but it also serves it “[…] like a ‘the-
oretical laboratory,’ where new scientific concepts are elaborated, even, 
the founding concepts of a new science” (1980, p. 90, translated by the 
authors). It is a locus of reflection upon science, and a theoretical space 
in which to create conceptual starting points.

Owomoyela’s critique of Hountondji’s reliance on science points to 
another direction. He stresses that Hountondji depends on a European 
model of scientific productions, and thereby dismisses indigenous forms 
of knowledge-production (1987, p. 94). In this sense, Hountondji is rely-
ing on a Western episteme (Mudimbe 1985, p. 150, cit. in Owomoyela 
1987, p. 95). Contrariwise, Africans must develop their own scientific 
approaches and deconstruct the dichotomy between Western science 
and African traditional knowledge production. In addition, Owomoyela 
claims that, on an ethical level, there is a dire need to be critical about 
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the negative side-effects of scientific advancement in the classical sense, 
such as allowing for the marginalization of working persons and the pro-
liferation of weapons of mass destruction. Embracing scientific practice 
without critical scrutiny, therefore, can be ethically and politically highly 
problematic (Owomoyela 1987). Hountondji partly responds to the first 
charge against Western scientism when he is later turning to “endogenous 
knowledge” production as a scientific practice (cf. Hountondji 1994, and 
Chapter 3).

In a different vein, Yai charges Hountondji with defending a “bour-
geois” understanding of science that relies on the distinction between the-
ory and practice, and gives rise to a misdirected cult of science (1977, p. 
14). Lansana Keita stresses in his response to Yai that Hountondji pledges 
to put science to work for the advancement of African societies, which 
contradicts Yai’s charge of creating a divide between theory and practice 
(1981, p. 36). Hountondji sets philosophy the task of establishing and 
advancing value-judgements that serve as guidelines for the utilization of 
empirical knowledge, in order to transform the material conditions of life 
in Africa (ibid., p. 44). In this sense, Owomoyela’s charge of an indiscrim-
inating reliance on science is equally misleading. Hountondji’s emphasis 
on science aims at putting to work scientific knowledge as practical means 
for independence and progress rather than creating a fetish of an academic 
discipline. In line with this argument, Hountondji calls in the preface to 
the second edition of African Philosophy: Myth and Reality for philosophy 
to be a “critical theory of science” that sets the conditions for a produc-
tive use of scientific knowledge for the emancipation of the African people 
(AP, p. xiii). He is warning of “scientism” as an uncritical reliance on sci-
ence: “[h]owever, scientism, strictly speaking, makes science an absolute, 
overestimates its power, and restricts itself to scientific data without taking 
into account the influence of the paradigms defining the current state of 
knowledge or the complex links which tie knowledge to the conditions of 
its production” (ibid., p. xiii).

Despite this defence, more recent commentators, such as Bruce Janz, 
emphasize that Hountondji’s understanding of philosophy as relying on 
science unnecessarily restricts the field of philosophy, which should rather 
be understood more generally as a critical and creative mode of reflec-
tion upon the social world (2010). In a similar vein, Polycarp Ikuenobe 
observes that the history of Western philosophy also shows that a nar-
row definition of philosophy cannot grasp the variety of approaches that 
exists, and calls for a broader notion (1997, p. 194). Omedi Ochieng, 
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similarly, carves out the restraining elements of Hountondji’s definition 
of philosophy. He depicts Hountondji’s reliance on science as “mod-
ernism,” and charges him with an “uncritical belief in several fetishes of 
the modern intellectual – rigour, objectivity, compartmentalization, spe-
cialization” (2010, p. 35) that disables cross-disciplinary inquiry and is 
blind to its own contextual and ideological underpinnings. Although it is 
unfair to say that Hountondji’s approach excludes interdisciplinarity, we 
might still concede that Hountondji’s having been influenced by Husserl 
and the Marxism of his time might have narrowed his perspective to a 
rigid, materialist, and practically-oriented stance towards philosophy, 
that restricts the meaning of philosophy to a set of particular methods, 
and leaves out many of the texts that we conventionally tend to call 
“philosophical”.

AcAdemicism And the wisdom of the common mAn

Finally, Hountondji was charged to express contempt for the practi-
cal knowledge of ordinary people and to hide behind the walls of 
established institutions of knowledge production, so-called “academic 
ghettos” (Koffi 1980 [1976], p. 188). Koffi claims that critics of eth-
nophilosophy, such as Marcien Towa and Hountondji, remain prison-
ers of a conception of philosophy, which is confined to the academic 
sphere (ibid., p. 169). This academic version of philosophy represents 
the class status of the bourgeoisie: “[t]he academic Western philos-
ophy is for a large part ‘the spiritual flavour of the bourgeois order,’ 
its ‘encyclopaedic compendium’” (ibid., p. 185, translated by the 
authors). Hountondji, assigned to the class of “elitist intellectuals,” is 
charged with aligning his philosophical positions with a political posi-
tion of neocolonialism. In a similar vein, Yai attacks Hountondji and 
Towa as “young Turks,” defending an “aristocratic conception of phi-
losophy,” and ignoring the philosophy done in the streets (Yai 1977, 
p. 4). Hence, the reproach of belonging to a group of intellectuals 
educated in the scientific centres in Europe, goes hand in hand with 
assigning him a political position that Hountondji, qua position, nec-
essarily upholds. These charges simply ignore Hountondji’s straightfor-
ward critique of imperialism and neo-colonial dominations.

More interesting is Yai’s critique of a scientific and academic concep-
tion of philosophy for ignoring the popular production of knowledge, 
and interpreting this stance as exposing contempt for African culture. 
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Evoking the Italian Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci, who advanced 
the notion of the organic intellectual, Yai calls for an understanding 
of the philosopher as somebody who is informed by the masses. He 
demands that philosophy advanced in Africa should reflect African real-
ities (Yai 1977, p. 11).

In his response to this criticism, Hountondji points out that 
Gramsci called for an “intellectual-moral block”, in which the intellec-
tual is informed by the common sense of the masses, but at the same 
time contributes to their intellectual progress by critically reflecting on 
their situation (1989, p. 20). According to Hountondji’s reading, the 
“spontaneous philosophy” of the masses is a metaphorical expression by 
Gramsci. This common-sense knowledge needs to be elaborated with the 
support of the organic intellectual, in order to form a progressive, eman-
cipatory movement. Similarly, Hountondji stresses that even Marx and 
Engels could be dubbed “elitist” insofar as they called for a rupture with 
the predominant ideology—rather than affirming popular knowledge 
without critical scrutiny.

Peter Bodunrin (1981) argued similarly to Hountondji, when inter-
vening in the debate on African philosophy and the charge of elitism, 
with the remark that even Socrates was not simply philosophising with 
ordinary people on the market place. Rather, he was a literate and very 
well-educated intellectual, who engaged in discussion with peers, in what 
might be today called the “speakers corner” of Athens (p. 169). Socrates 
used to distinguish between the popular understanding of a term, such 
as justice, and its true meaning. His interest was therefore not simply in 
what the ordinary man thinks, but in critically scrutinizing traditionally 
rooted cultural beliefs.

Finally, Owomoyela blames Hountondji’s criticism of ethnophilos-
ophy for expressing contempt for African culture (1987). Against this 
backdrop, he argues for the advancement of African Studies as part of an 
African renaissance, as has been called for by the historian Cheikh Anta 
Diop. For Owomoyela, the cultural rehabilitation of Africa is a necessary 
step in order to overcome the alienation of the “African spirit” through 
colonialism (Owomoyela 1987, p. 92). In the preface to the second edi-
tion of African Philosophy: Myth and Reality (1996), Hountondji stresses 
that “I fully agree that today we, in Africa, still have an urgent need for 
self-discovery” and argues that Africans must reinvent “African studies” 
in order to appropriate endogenous knowledge critically, and reveal how 
it might be best used to serve African societies (AP, p. xix). However, he 
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reaffirms that on a methodological level, ethnophilosophy is simply the 
wrong approach for adequately assessing and evaluating African practices 
and forms of knowledge (1989, p. 9). In fact, African philosophy needs 
not to idealize precolonial and contemporary Africa, but to assess it 
according to its weaknesses and strengths, and in view of the challenges 
it confronts. Hountondji stresses that in his critique of ethnophilosophy 
he never meant to deny that “there are also in Africa, as in all societies in 
the world, traditions of millenarian thinking […]. But I have added that 
any tradition of thinking is not necessarily philosophy and that it is to 
betray the wealth, the real complexity and history of pre-colonial African 
thinking if it is hurriedly called philosophy, if it is confined by using the 
word ‘philosophy’” (1989, p. 8). What is hence needed is a “sociology of 
collective representations as an independent discipline” that creates the 
material that African philosophy can critically engage with (1996, xxiii; 
cf. also 1990).

***

We may summarize by saying that Hountondji defends his notion of 
philosophy and his critique of ethnophilosophy by distinguishing it 
from other forms of knowledge-formation that are more descriptive by 
nature. He proposes a “strict” conception of philosophy that is based on 
the critical reflection of common sense knowledge, and advances con-
cepts and theories as novel lenses with which to interpret the past. This 
kind of philosophy will advance African societies, insofar as it enables 
and sustains an autonomous discourse, which is not simply a response to 
Western ascriptions, but sets up its own research questions. Traditional 
knowledge, for Hountondji, is then not authoritative per se. It needs to 
be assessed according to its ability to advance the emancipation and pos-
itive social transformation of the people concerned. However, because 
of the criticism he faced, and compelling arguments against a too nar-
rowly defined philosophical practice, Hountondji later turns to local 
knowledge as a tool for problem-solving and practically oriented philos-
ophy. His conception of “endogenous knowledge,” partly rehabilitating 
a self-reflexive form of ethnophilosophy, will be the object of analysis in 
the following chapter. Let us finish this chapter by reflecting on the none 
the less ambivalent character of ethnophilosophy in order to understand 
why it is still on the table in contemporary African philosophy (cf. e.g. 
Kasandra 2018; Mangena 2014), despite all its problematic effects.
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the AmbivAlences of “ethnoPhilosoPhy”
As opposed to Hountondji’s strict rejection of Tempels’s work, recent 
scholarship stresses the ambivalent character of these studies. Whereas, on 
the one side, Tempels’s research was inscribed into the colonial and mis-
sionary project, and the belief in the superiority of Western civilisation, 
on the other side, it still opened up possibilities of engaging in cross-cul-
tural conversations (Nkulu-N’Sengha 2017). Diagne evaluates Tempels’s 
study by distinguishing between two different kinds of intercultural 
translation: First, an ethnocentric translation that silences the source of 
translation and that is part of colonial governmentality. Second, an ethical 
translation that means a “will towards ‘putting in touch,’ towards dia-
logue, a will to carry out a translation that would be careful and open” 
(2016, p. 18). To reduce Tempels’s enterprise to an ethnocentric trans-
lation, means to miss the complexities of colonial knowledge and power, 
and, in the case of missionaries, the possibility of conversion by those 
who engaged in the missionary project themselves, as a subversive effect 
of their being in touch with the colonized people (ibid., p. 86).

Likewise, Andrew Apter warns of underestimating the ways in which 
scholarship such as Bantu philosophy changed the colonial mentality:  
“[i]ndeed, in the context of Belgian colonialism – which was, at least in the 
early days, the most ruthless and brutal in Africa […] – to cast this moment 
as a master/slave dialectic, a moment of ‘sublation’ in the progress of philos-
ophy, seems historically and politically as well as philosophically appropriate” 
(1992, p. 92). Apter calls for the critique of ethnophilosophy to be rewrit-
ten in the light of the possibilities of appropriating the dominant discourse 
from an African perspective. The former objects of ethnophilosophical dis-
course, the African people(s), could now re-signify and revise the “master 
codes,” reconfigure the difference that is being constructed, and use it for 
their struggle of resistance (ibid., p. 102). Apter believes in the revolution-
ary potential of seizing the gnosis, an indigenous script that is the material 
for and object of ethnophilosophical research (ibid., cf. Mudimbe 1988).

Many contemporary philosophers engaged in ethnophilosophy consider 
it as a field of study apt to guide African societies, based on an authentically 
African and culturally rooted philosophy. This call for African philosophers 
to reconsider their historical intellectual resources as element for empow-
erment and critique leads us to reconsider Hountondji’s later engagement 
in “endogenous knowledge” and its transformative power, an engagement 
that we will turn to in the fourth chapter.
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Abstract  Following up on the later developments of Paulin 
Hountondji’s work, this chapter attends to the concept of endogenous 
knowledge as a key to doing science and philosophy at African univer-
sities. Endogenous knowledge as a self-reflexive praxis of re-appropriat-
ing marginalised local knowledge can partly be regarded as a response 
to Hountondji’s critics as well as a consistent development within his 
own work. To fully understand the turn to endogenous knowledge, the 
chapter first draws on Hountondji’s concept of science and philosophy 
as a rigorously critical endeavour derived from his studies of the his-
tory of philosophy. In what follows, we present his quest for more sci-
entific autonomy and especially focus on his critique of extraversion as 
the forced tendency of African researchers to satisfy the theoretical and 
methodological demands of the former metropoles. Finally, the chapter 
discusses the particular features of endogenous knowledge as a response 
to scientific dependency.

Keywords  Endogenous knowledge · Materialism ·  
History of philosophy · Dependency theory · Scientific dependency · 
Scientific autonomy · Scientific extraversion

This chapter will revisit Hountondji’s notion of endogenous knowledge  
as a process through which excluded and marginalised knowledge is 
self-reflectively appropriated and re-integrated. The notion serves as an 
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alternative to the asymmetrical relationship between a purely Western 
science and its excluded Other, and to an African philosophy that is 
reduced to unanimist, collective thought. “Endogenous knowledge” was 
coined by Hountondji and his colleagues to close themselves off from 
the notion “indigenous,” which according to them carries a continu-
ous tendency to Other colonial and postcolonial subjects, especially in 
Francophone countries (EK, p. 18). The focus on endogenous knowl-
edge also allows the authors to respond to the critics who have accused 
Hountondji of being too universalist to accept local knowledge and the 
forms of transmission of such knowledge, a claim which comes from the 
“nativist” camp of African thought (cf. Osha 2011, p. 45; cf. Chapter 3). 
The concept of endogenous knowledge also makes it possible to put into 
practice the scientific concept of philosophy that Hountondji develops: 
not only to refine the content of African philosophy, but, moreover, to 
specify the appropriate methods and forms of inquiry, and to construct 
subsequent theories. As mentioned earlier, Hountondji’s insistence on 
a specific structure of science led observers to regard such an emphasis 
on philosophy as science as demobilizing and limiting for the practice 
of philosophy (Janz 2010; Osha 2011, p. 3). However, Hountondji’s 
requirement for a rigorous science, applied to local knowledge as a form 
of appropriation, also has political implications. His request for appro-
priation can be situated within the call for reformed curricula at African 
schools and universities, but also in relation to the discourse on “indig-
enous knowledge” that took off in the 1980s, and received much atten-
tion following the Earth Summit at Rio de Janeiro, in 1992.

To properly understand the process in which Hountondji is engaged, 
when turning to systems of local knowledge, we need to clarify three 
of his propositions: philosophy as science, scientific extraversion, and 
endogenous knowledge as a quest for the autonomous and emancipated 
production of knowledge.

His first proposition of philosophy as science first appeared in the 
critique of African philosophy as myth, a debate in which Hountondji 
was engaged from early on in his academic career (cf. Chapter 2). Being 
identified as one of the universalists within the debate on African philos-
ophy (Ikuenobe 1997), Hountondji favoured a strict understanding of 
science drawing on the debates of philosophers in post-war France, espe-
cially on the work of Edmund Husserl (1965 [1911], 1970 [1954]), and 
of Louis Althusser, and his reading of Marxist understandings of science 
in Lenin and Philosophy (2001 [1971]; cf. also Chapter 1). Secondly, 
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extraversion as a concept aims at a holistic critique of scientific systems 
in African states, to criticise neocolonial dependencies that remain influ-
ential and deep-seated to this day. This critique makes use of one of the 
central concepts of dependency theory, by comparing intellectual extra-
version to economic structures of extraversion. The turn to the third 
proposition, endogenous knowledge, relies on his involvement in inter-
national debates on endogenous development (SfM, p. 240), and his first 
experiments at the National University of Benin (cf. EK), and needs to 
be considered in the light of his critique of extraversion, as well as in 
that of the proposed relationship between philosophy and science. In 
contrast to the assumption that Hountondji has become less radical and 
more appeasing when turning to local knowledge, we argue that the core 
idea of endogenous knowledge was already present in the early critique 
of ethnophilosophy, and of scientific dependency in his home country, 
Benin (Lib, pp. 23–24). This continuity becomes plausible when consid-
ering the ways in which local knowledges are supposed to be studied, in 
Hountondji’s view.

on the relAtionshiP between science And PhilosoPhy

Hountondji formulates paradigmatically, as a hypothesis, the idea that 
“[i]t is not philosophy but science that Africa needs first”, (AP, p. 98).1 It 
was this rigorous and strict understanding of the primacy of science that 
facilitated much debate about Hountondji’s approach (cf. Chapter 3).  
By referring to Althusser’s reading of the history of philosophy as fol-
lowing the revolutions of the physical and natural sciences (ibid.), 
Hountondji’s aim was threefold, and followed upon the argument that 
we need to designate the boundaries of philosophy by situating it in a 
historical context, and by subjecting it to appropriate methods. He sub-
sequently developed the argument that, if we conceptualise philosophy as 
having a dialectical relationship with science, Africa would also need to 

1 When reading the word “science,” consider the different scope of the content which it 
has in Anglophone and Francophone definitions. Kwame Appiah points to the difference 
that, in the English tradition, science is restricted to the physical and natural sciences, while 
the French meaning, often expressed in plural, encompasses a broader range of “systematic 
knowledge” (SfM, Foreword, pp. xix–xv). Since Hountondji was raised in the French tradi-
tion, the Anglophone reader must add philosophy and humanities as further sciences.
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develop an independent scientific system before we could properly speak 
of an African philosophy.

For science to flourish, it needs clearly defined standards of what con-
stitutes scientific truth. In Hountondji’s view, such widely acknowledged 
and applied standards can only be developed in an open-ended process 
of discussion. “Universality becomes accessible only when interlocu-
tors are set free from the need to assert themselves in the face of others; 
and the best way to achieve this in Africa today [1973] is to organise 
internal discussion and exchange among all the scientists in the conti-
nent, within each discipline and – why not? – between one discipline and 
another, so as to create in our societies a scientific tradition worthy of the 
name” (AP, p. 68). Science – and philosophy as a scientific discipline, and 
as belonging to the literature of the sciences, rather than to that of the 
arts and humanities (ibid., pp. 82–83) – needs this meta-level of debate, 
because it progresses, through “constant free discussion,” in developing 
methods and contexts that are appropriate for their contexts and speakers 
(ibid., p. 67).

Hountondji’s emphasis on the open-ended conversations of philoso-
phers led him to a re-evaluation of philosophy’s nature. Since he is scep-
tical of closed philosophical systems, he needs to differentiate between 
two senses of “systems”. In a weak sense, “system” refers to method-
ological knowledge, “a terminology, a vocabulary, a conceptual appa-
ratus” that is unquestionable, and is inherent to all philosophical and 
scientific practices, considered as systematic inquiries (ibid., pp. 71–72). 
A strong sense of the word “systems” implies a “set of propositions 
regarded as definite, a set of ultimate truths, the be-all and end-all of 
all thought” (ibid., p. 72). It is against the latter sense of the word that 
Hountondji directs his critique. However, we will see below that revolu-
tions in philosophical thought are referring to both senses of systems in 
a hybrid and dialectical way. Hountondji sets out his own understanding 
of philosophy by discussing important authors in the history of Western 
philosophy.

With reference to Plato’s Theaetetus, Hountondji ascertains that such 
knowledge must be more than merely true perceptions or beliefs. It must 
be accompanied by something like reason or “by discourse, by account 
(logos)” (ibid., p. 73, p. 199, Fn. 4) as a crucial element. Such an under-
standing “clearly suggests that not all truth is necessarily scientific, and 
that science lies less in the result than in the method. In any case, it is in 
this logos, in this discourse, in this infinite quest for proof that science 
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lies, in our view, and also philosophy, which is no more than reflection 
on the aims of science” (ibid., p. 73).

The closure of philosophical discourse is therefore impossible, if one 
insists on the interconnectedness between validity claims and scientific 
discourse. An opinion or belief (doxa) without such claims for validity 
would not count as part of the ongoing philosophical or scientific dis-
course. Rather, imagined as an ongoing conversation, philosophers 
respond to each other’s claims and build on them. Understanding phi-
losophy as method and process, rather than as a firm metaphysical sys-
tem, in the strong sense of the word “system”, Hountondji lays aside 
all attempts at finding absolute truths or finite answers. “[…] Absolute 
Knowledge, the totality of all possible truths, […] must remain the 
ever-receding horizon of an infinite quest” (ibid., p. 75). This also affects 
the dominant questions of metaphysical thinking.

A critique of metAPhysicAl reAsoning

Claiming that philosophy is a history is an acknowledgement of its inter-
nal conflicts that lead to a permanent continuation of the debate. While 
stressing the dialectical nature of philosophical reasoning, Hountondji 
points to the history of the philosophical systems of Baruch de Spinoza 
(1632–1677), Immanuel Kant (1774–1802), and G.W.F. Hegel (1770–
1831). The development of philosophy did not stop with their holistic 
philosophical attempts to explain past and future events, but revolved 
further. For example, Spinoza and René Descartes (1596–1650) summa-
rised and transcended the philosophy of the medieval ages; Kant tran-
scended futile philosophical and theological debates to establish his own 
philosophical account. Hountondji therefore refers to developments in 
European philosophy to clarify his notion of historicity, and to prove the 
proximity of philosophy to science. With reference to Descartes, Kant, 
and Husserl, he shows how every “great philosophy is a rebirth, a rad-
ical questioning” (AP, p. 90) of philosophical questions, and that none 
develops ex nihilo (ibid., p. 89).

With reference to Kant’s critique of metaphysics, Hountondji shows 
this exposure and transcending of prior philosophical knowledge in 
greater detail. Turning to the German philosopher has the function of 
drawing two important conclusions for his own work against mislead-
ing and prejudicial notions of African philosophy. On the one hand, he 
wants to show what can and cannot be studied philosophically; on the 
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other hand, he aims at another justification for describing philosophy as 
an inherently open process. As pointed at above, this openness is consti-
tutive for philosophy, in contrast to mythologies. It is therefore worth 
following the argument in greater detail.

In his Critique of Pure Reason (1999 [1781]), Kant had attempted to 
show that the speculative handling of metaphysical questions remained 
futile, because it would constitute a mere repetition of dogmas, posed as 
alternatives against each other, without any implied progress or further 
development. Kant concluded that metaphysics could never constitute a 
science such as mathematics or physics, but is only a natural disposition 
of mankind. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant thus aims at transcend-
ing the stalemate over metaphysical questions that centre on the exist-
ence of God and his attributes, on the soul, or on other metaphysical 
entities. To show the way out of these oppositions, Kant turns to the 
Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711–1776), who formulated the 
question of how judgements of our world in general, and of philosophi-
cal questions in particular, are possible. “What can I know?” became one 
of the central questions Kant sought to answer (AP, pp. 85–86). Hence, 
instead of turning to metaphysical questions, which are not answera-
ble with the means of reason, we should turn to the natural, observable 
world that is accessible through our senses.

For Hountondji, Kant’s rebuttal of metaphysical thinking seems 
analogous to his own rejection of “the mindless mumbo-jumbo of the 
so-called primitive mythologies” (ibid., pp. 85–86). Consequently, 
the African philosopher should only turn to questions that are accessi-
ble through the researcher’s senses and his capacity to reason, and that 
avoid enclosing the philosopher in new dogmatic systems. Moreover, 
Hountondji not only appropriates Kant’s work to show the limits of phi-
losophy, but also to prove her necessary openness. We can only speak of 
a history of philosophy insofar as it is a “history of the possibility of met-
aphysics”—before the emergence of a critical philosophy that is self-re-
flexive and emancipatory (ibid., p. 88). This claim makes Kant a central 
proponent of German enlightenment discourse.

A mAteriAlist critique of PhilosoPhy

In order to further develop his notion of philosophy as marked by 
openness and historicity, Hountondji turns to Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels’ The German Ideology (1963 [1846]). The main target of their 
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criticism of idealist philosophy is that it does not consider material devel-
opments. However, as Hountondji stresses, in line with Marx and with 
Hegel: “In the pure domain of thought every mutation or revolution, 
every event in the strong sense, refers to some event in the material world 
and owes its own occurrence as an event in this relation” (ibid., p. 91). 
Only through this inevitable connection to material evolutions has phil-
osophical thought a history in the strict sense. In turning to Marxism, 
Hountondji acknowledges that philosophical thought, like every kind of 
knowledge, is always bound to different material conditions.2

Moreover, according to Marx and Engels, the Hegelian idea of an 
overall encompassing thought, or Volksgeist, is implausible, because there 
are different material levels within and across societies, which, in the very 
last instance, determine or at least structure the ideological expressions 
within these societies. Hountondji explains this relationship as follows: 
“Therefore, there is no autonomous development of the Idea imagined 
as a living being endowed with spontaneity and drawing from itself the 
law of its own growth. Ideas are always products of human thought, of 
the mental activity that is inseparable from the material activity of men” 
(ibid., p. 93). Since African societies are marked by high social inequal-
ities, they can never be reduced to one collective thought. Pluralism 
therefore has its roots in the social world we live in.

It was this new awareness of philosophy’s interdependence with 
its material environment, and of the dialectical relationship between 
philosophy and its social and economic environment, that required 
Hountondji to relativise his earlier insistence on reasonable, logical 
thinking (logos) when referring to Hegel. Reasonable thinking could 
not function on its own any more as the primary motor of the devel-
opment of thought in general, or of science and philosophy in particu-
lar; instead, another conception of history needs to be provided (ibid.,  
p. 95). However, he does not turn away from the logos, but tries to 
contextualise the “revolutions” within the history of philosophy with 

2 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels formulated the starting proposition of what later was 
termed the sociology of knowledge: The human consciousness is related to its social (class) 
position. Base/substructure became the central disputed concepts to capture the prop-
erties of this relationship. Today, the relationship between base and superstructure and 
hence between the human consciousness and its social position is understood as dialectical 
rather than mechanistic (Berger and Luckmann 1967). Althusser and with him Hountondji 
refer to this dialectical understanding and distance themselves from the deterministic 
relationship.
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reference to the different material conditions of societies and their  
scientific structures. The reference to Althusser’s argument about the 
relationship between philosophy and science allows Hountondji to 
explain changes in philosophical thought over time as based on scientific 
progress (ibid., p. 97).

As Appiah points out, Hountondji’s intellectual training took place 
in a Francophone environment, in which Marxism was dealt with in 
greater detail and seriousness than at Anglophone universities and in 
Anglophone intellectual circles (1993, p. 90). Hountondji’s French 
teacher Althusser and others were deeply engaged in developing new 
readings of Marxism after the Second World War, and particularly after 
the discovery of Stalinist crimes (e.g. 2005; Althusser and Balibar 2009). 
Furthermore, the socialist inclinations and rhetoric of new African 
regimes, in opposition to capitalism and imperialism, demanded further 
reflection and commentary on the function of philosophy in African 
societies (cf. Hountondji and Wiredu 1984, pp. 246–248). For now, 
we need to note that references to the Marxist historicization and the-
orization of philosophy were central to Hountondji’s assessment of the 
boundaries of philosophy. Only when liberated from metaphysical spec-
ulations, and freed from the expectations of nationalist politicians, could 
philosophy become a science in the strict sense. The reference to Marxist 
thought also helps us to understand the turn to the material base of sci-
ence, and the analysis of scientific extraversion that follows the analysis of 
economic dependency theory.

scientific extrAversion And the quest  
for An Autonomous science

The notion of “extraversion” is central to Hountondji’s thought, and 
functions as a marker for a scandal, as early as 1970, in his remarks on 
African philosophy, understood as ethnophilosophy as an alienated lit-
erature (Hountondji 1970, p. 139). It found a new context when 
used in his subsequent turn to dependency and world system theory 
(Hountondji 1972, 1978). Hountondji uses the term “extraversion” in 
order to denote the orientation of African scholars towards a perpetual 
conversation with the West. The discourse of ethnophilosophy could 
only be extraverted, because it would be written for a European pub-
lic rather than an African audience. In his own, critical vein, Hountondji 
explains that such externally driven research, and such concern to satisfy 
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someone else’s interests and perceptions, can only hamper the work of 
African intellectuals towards the future of their societies. Research and 
orientation towards a static collective past by European scholars, there-
fore, needs to be redirected, to overcome a reductionist viewpoint of 
collectivist thought. And it requires a redirection of African research 
interests, to freely develop African scientific and philosophical inquiry 
into local and global affairs within African societies themselves.

PeriPheries And centres in science

After his initial remarks on scientific dependency from the French 
metropole (Lib), Hountondji later broadened his understanding of 
extraversion from philosophical content to scientific structures (SfM,  
pp. 224–226). He started to lay out his theory in the terms of depend-
ency theory in the light of his reading of Samir Amin (1968, 1990 
[1986]) and Arghiri Emmanuel (1979 [1977], 1982). Dependency the-
ory describes the asymmetrical dependence between industrialised, for-
merly colonizing countries and non-industrialised, formerly colonised 
countries. As a reaction to theories of modernization, dependency theory 
had its origins in the Latin American debate of the 1960s, and attempts 
to explain continuous underdevelopment with reference to coloniza-
tion, as well as other external factors, that hinder the improvement of 
livelihoods in the former colonies. The opposition between the metro-
pole (colonial powers) and the periphery (colonised states) describes the 
relationship in terms of space. According to this theory, colonisers and 
industrialised countries intentionally kept their colonies underdeveloped, 
so as to serve the needs of metropole markets. Walter Rodney is one of 
the most well-known authors to have forcefully analysed such underde-
velopment for the African continent (1972).

Hountondji develops a model according to which the structure of 
producing knowledge in African states has the same features as the cash 
and crop economies of colonial, and most post-colonial, states. For this 
description, he referred to the theoretical formulations of Samir Amin 
(1974), who approached the issue from the point of view of the theory 
of imperialism. Within such a system, African scientists are situated in the 
periphery (EK, p. 13). The comparison Amin makes is based on the eco-
nomic extraversion that made colonised economies be oriented toward 
external needs and markets, without installing proper industrial capaci-
ties in the colonies themselves. In a similar fashion, research institutions 
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and practices were developed to supply knowledge for the colonies, for 
example, to improve the agricultural production of cash crops. This gives 
a clear picture of how the colonies were integrated into the world mar-
ket at the periphery. In his analysis, Hountondji stresses the point that 
there exists a theoretical vacuum in science production, as there has been 
an industrial vacuum in economic extraversion. The colonial practice of 
scientific research in the colonies has been limited to gathering data and 
facts, and to reproducing established procedures. Hountondji strongly 
criticised this division of labour that kept African scientists away from 
participating in the evaluation of this data, and from the core of intel-
lectual activities, the building and testing of theories. Therefore, African 
researchers are prevented from developing an autonomous scientific 
practice, as we will understand with the help of indicators of scientific 
dependency.

thirteen indicAtors of scientific dePendency

While pointing to the colonial roots of postcolonial research environ-
ments, and recognizing the progress achieved since the establishment 
of universities and research centres in the new independent countries, 
Hountondji developed and refined a set of indicators meant to describe 
contemporary scientific dependencies at different stages of the research 
process, from 1978 to 1995 (e.g. Hountondji 1978, 1995). Most of 
them seem to have been, to this day, significant obstacles to participation 
in global academia. These indicators comprise: (1) All technical equip-
ment comes from the Global North. (2) The publishing houses and 
libraries in African countries have large deficits, which deepens depend-
encies on foreign documentation. (3) African scholars, therefore, need 
to be “scientific tourists” in the Global North, in order to participate 
in high-quality research environments more than their Western col-
leagues, who nevertheless travel for research. (4) The notorious brain 
drain remains an issue, and a characteristic of the global scientific sys-
tem, to the benefit of Northern institutions. (5) Although research 
institutes were established with external assistance, they remain foreign 
to their host societies, by not responding to local objectives and needs. 
(6) Research facilities are used for applied, rather than for basic research. 
The pragmatic or utilitarian ideas behind this approach have been inher-
ited and internalised from the coloniser. (7) African authors tend to 
address the assumed interests of Western audiences in their publications. 
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(8) African research designs remain bound to the local context, instead 
of participating in universal debates. (9) Scientific research serves the 
economic exploitation of African resources. (10) The focus on ethnosci-
ence or “indigenous knowledge” is negative for social and economic 
development, if it is merely objectified and left behind as disconnected 
and static bodies within scientific approaches. (11) African scientists 
remain bound to colonial languages in order to have access to global 
research. This does not help them to acquire local knowledge, and pre-
vents scientists from co-operating with their own populations. (12) 
There is a lack of communication between scholars in the Global South. 
(13) African research institutions and universities are marked by medi-
ocrity. If Western colleagues apply scientific standards less rigorously to 
their African peers, they are, at the same time, preventing the scholars 
from developing scientific excellence (1990a, pp. 9–14). The last indi-
cator comprises two elements: a critique of mediocrity, and benevolent 
grading practices. Both appear to be grounded in Hountondji’s observa-
tions of political interventions in the placement of professorships, and in 
his time as a Minister of Education. Both points express recognition of a 
sort of scientific excellence, a notion itself debatable and to be analysed 
elsewhere for its relation to economic competition.

With help of these thirteen indicators, Hountondji insists that 
African researchers remain dependent, because—at least in the 1990s— 
researchers depended on importing techniques and equipment, instead 
of producing them themselves. His statement “[w]e have never pro-
duced a microscope” (ibid., p. 10) indicates that even the basis for 
producing research equipment is lacking. Additionally, the depend-
ency on journals and access to research results and innovations remains 
high in African countries, and, together with the access to equipment, 
forces African researchers permanently to travel to the Global North to 
take part in research and theory development, leading to what he calls 
enforced “institutional nomadism” (ibid.). This mobility constitutes a 
constant dependency on leaving one’s own environment. In this light, 
the brain drain only appears to be an “extreme,” long-term form of such 
nomadism. Furthermore, even if research institutes exist and intend 
to take part in the theoretically-driven research in Africa, Hountondji 
suspects them of being disconnected from the societies they are situ-
ated in. He calls them freely- floating “research plants” (ibid., p. 11). 
Additionally, research in African countries remains focused on applied 
science, given the suspicion about basic research. This leads to another 
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neglect of much needed basic research and theory-building, which is the 
primary aim of Hountondji’s understanding of autonomous scientific 
activities, that would overcome the agenda-setting of Western research 
institutions, and enable African scientists to follow their own research 
goals and methods.

exclusion from scientific theory-develoPment

As mentioned above, one indicator for extraverted scientific activities 
is publication in journals that are pre-dominantly edited in Northern 
countries, and thus mainly read by a Northern audience, rather than 
by African audiences. Such access to one group of journals and their 
readers eventually directs the choice of research questions and answers: 
“This is one of the most pernicious forms of extraversion: theoreti-
cal, or socio-theoretical extraversion, the fact that we allow the con-
tent of our scientific production, the questions we pose, and the way 
we deal with them to be pre-oriented, predetermined by the expecta-
tions of our potential readers” (Hountondji 1990b, p. 11). According 
to Hountondji, such “socio-theoretical extraversion” is mostly visi-
ble in the social sciences, where Africans are producing research about 
their immediate environments through the lenses of Northern theories. 
In this regard, he also alludes to his critique of research in African phi-
losophy, with the effect of reproducing images of Africa proclaimed by 
non-Africans.

Closely connected to this outward orientation is the use of colonial 
languages in reporting the results of research to a Northern audience. 
The main point, for the author, is not the fact of learning another lan-
guage than one’s mother tongue, and using it for scientific publications, 
but the disconnection from local populations, who speak African lan-
guages, and their need to take part in this communication within the 
academic realm. And moreover—as is still visible today in the divide 
between Francophone and Anglophone countries—African research-
ers are not very well connected to communicate with each other, so as 
to develop international and regional research agendas, or collect the 
resources for autonomous scientific activity. Out of necessity, a researcher 
based in an African society is—for structural reasons—most likely sup-
porting economic extraversion in an intellectual and economic sense, 
when, for example, agricultural research is sustained to support the prof-
itability of exported crops.
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Hence African researchers might collect data, and eventually focus 
on applied science. But they remain excluded from what Hountondji 
defines as the core of science: they remain excluded from data vali-
dation and theory-building. This exclusion and extraversion, for 
Hountondji, explains the distance of science in Africa from local prob-
lems. The theory-building remains a reserve of the Northern scien-
tists, who have only come to Africa, since colonial times, for so-called 
field research on the ground: “The European or American scholar is 
not going to Zaire or the Sahara looking for science but only for the 
materials for science and, if need be, for a terrain to apply his discover-
ies” (Hountondji 1992, p. 247).

Consequently, the African research community would have to find 
ways to develop their own research agendas that would be responsive to 
local needs and knowledge. Turning to what he calls endogenous knowl-
edge seems therefore the logical next step in an Africa-centred research 
agenda, after having created the theoretical necessity of an open dis-
course within philosophy and sciences as a structural feature, and after 
having identified the dependencies of African scientists within the inter-
national research networks.

re-APProPriAting endogenous thought And PrActice

Arguments about scientific dependencies are still prevalent, and moti-
vate various research for development initiatives that focus on capacity- 
building for autonomous scientific structures in Africa (cf. Chapter 6). 
Hountondji reminds his audience, in a lecture given in 2008, of what 
is still at stake: “Despite all this progress, however, we are still a long 
way behind what should be perceived as our final goal: an autonomous, 
self-reliant process of knowledge production and capitalization that ena-
bles us to answer our own questions and meet both the intellectual and 
the material needs of African societies. The first step in this direction 
would probably be to formulate original ‘problematics,’ original sets of 
problems that are grounded in a solid appropriation of the international 
intellectual legacy and deeply rooted in the African experience” (2009, 
paragraph 20).

One way of achieving such “original problematics” or “sets of prob-
lems” is to turn to African local knowledge, without neglecting the 
knowledge accumulated in other parts of the world. Therefore, we will 
focus on Hountondji’s proposal about how to study local knowledges in 
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Africa, and, specifically, in his home country, Benin, in the next part of 
this chapter. He maintains that turning to such marginalised knowledges 
in the field of medicine and pharmacology, weather and environment, 
or metallurgy and number systems and their re-appropriation promises 
to counter the effects of scientific extraversion, and allows researchers a 
more autonomous theory-building within the Global South (EK, p. 36).

working on “cleAred ground”—re-APProPriAting locAl 
knowledge for endogenous sciences

Having established the impossibility of philosophy as an absolute closed 
system, and having discussed the material dependencies of scientific 
ideas and practices in general, Hountondji has cleared the ground for  
re-assessing and integrating endogenous knowledge of African socie-
ties into his realm of scientific analysis. While his later work and turn to 
knowledge in African societies seems better to satisfy some readers and 
some earlier critiques, the reconstruction of his arguments should have 
shown that Hountondji first needed the critique of ethnophilosophy, in 
order to clear the ground for a proper integration of local knowledges. 
In this last part of this chapter, we will discuss the place of endogenous 
knowledge in Hountondji’s universal understanding of research and  
scientific work.

When studying the oeuvre of Hountondji, it becomes obvious that 
he has directed only a few studies with direct endogenous scientific con-
tent himself. He seems to have been more focused on discussing the 
structural and procedural questions of science and its parameters, and 
to have been eager to open avenues for exemplary studies. The often-
cited introduction to the edited volume Endogenous Knowledge: Research 
Trails (1997) is a case in point, because the author serves as a commen-
tator on the results of the studies in this anthology in the light of his 
theory of scientific dependency, and thus generates new research ques-
tions. His discussions of the possibilities of philosophy and the sciences 
have paved the way for other researchers and the younger generation, 
and have shown a way out of dealing with endogenous knowledge 
in a very localised, contained way. His introduction into the above- 
mentioned volume will be the main focus of our discussion, because it 
gives a comprehensive outline of the variety of knowledges that are con-
sidered as “endogenous.”



4 PATH-CLEARING: PHILOSOPHY AND HISTORY, SCIENTIFIC DEPENDENCY …  75

The anthology is the result of a student seminar at the National 
University of Benin in 1987, organised to explore avenues to explore local 
knowledges. The reader is told that the individual chapters are to be read as 
records of debates and presentations that were eventually transcribed and 
published in French in 1994, and translated into English in 1997. Besides 
Hountondji’s introduction to the volume, written in his capacity as the 
director of the seminar, it brings together thirteen thick descriptions in four 
parts, namely, (a) the portrayal of endogenous technologies, (b) conceptual 
structures (for example, of languages), (c) examples of medical and phar-
macological knowledge, as well as (d) a critical assessment of written and 
oral forms of knowledge transmission. We will give some concrete exam-
ples of the endogenous knowledges under review, in order to highlight the 
breadth of topics and technologies that became objects of study.

The subjects under debate include iron metallurgy and rain-making, 
as examples of endogenous technologies. The book recounts, based on 
archaeological findings, to what extent iron metallurgy had been used 
long before colonization, countering the claim that Africans did not 
invent such techniques themselves. It also discusses rain-making as a sub-
ject of study, in order to identify the rationales lying at the core of trans-
mitted rain-making rituals and technologies (ibid., pp. 43–95).

The second part, entitled “Conceptual Structures,” comprises studies 
of number systems in African languages, questions of “geomancy”—as 
the art of divination based on numerical or geometrical signs—and stud-
ies of zoological names in the West African Hausa language. All three 
conceptual schemes were the subject of inquiries aimed at uncovering 
(or critiquing the lack of) the internal rationality of mystical practices, 
at improving the economic use of numbers in counting, and at showing 
alternatives to European classifications of nature, in the case of zoology 
(ibid., pp. 97–189).

Turning to “Medicine and Pharmacology,” as another area of the 
study, the authors discuss mental health and illnesses, pharmaceutical 
practices, and links between sorcery and psychosomatic medicines. These 
studies comprise the analysis of the medical use of endogenously pro-
duced herbals and other pharmaceuticals, as well as a critical analysis of 
the extent to which mythical thinking and medicine are intertwined, and 
of how far traditional techniques can be of use in contemporary socie-
ties. The authors equally raise questions of rationality in the discussion of 
witchcraft, whose effects have been mainly explained as the application of 
psychosomatic medicine (ibid., pp. 191–279).
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The final part of the book comprises studies of how complex knowl-
edge was transmitted in African societies, and elaborates on the role 
written and oral discourses have had in transmitting such knowledge. 
Since Hountondji bases the development of philosophy and science 
on written texts, this aspect is a core issue in the research on endoge-
nous knowledge. While the article by François C. Dessou defends the 
use of oral transmission in conveying knowledge from one generation to 
another, and critiques the excessive focus on writing, the study by Albert 
Bienvenu Akoha traces the history of writing in (Sub-Saharan) African 
societies to early symbols, as well as to illustrations in the Fon culture. 
This study contradicts the presumption that there has been no history of 
writing on the continent (ibid., pp. 281–339).

These various topics illustrate the concept of “endogenous knowl-
edge” as critically assessed indigenous knowledge. Hountondji’s team 
re-appropriates local material through a scientific debate, searching for 
internal rationalities and analogies to existing “modern” knowledge. It 
is such knowledge that Hountondji and his colleagues consider as mar-
ginalised by the so-called modern sciences (ibid., p. 13). For Hountondji 
such a peripheral position has a detrimental effect on the corpus of 
knowledge, and prevents local knowledge from enriching the scien-
tific corpus of knowledge: “What one realizes is that instead of devel-
oping and gaining in accuracy and strictness as a result of contact with 
exogenous science and technique, this ancestral knowledge of plants, 
animals, health and illnesses as well as the age-old handicraft and agri-
cultural know-how rather tend to fall back upon themselves” (ibid.). 
Contrariwise, a careful integration into the dynamics of research should 
lead to a “living and original synthesis” of local and exogenous, foreign 
knowledge (ibid.). This synthesis needs to overcome a state in which dif-
ferent knowledges exist next to each other without forming intelligible 
conversations. Often, local knowledges, for example in medicine or phar-
macology, would be consulted only when Western trained doctors face 
limits or failures of their knowledge. However, such consultations would 
not ask for the rationale behind the applied local knowledges; this is the 
practice which concerns Hountondji most. The proposed re-integration 
promises to re-evaluate and re-appropriate local knowledges, as a means 
of opposing the other kind of extraversion, in the production of sci-
ence, which we have described above. “Re-appropriation” (Hountondji 
1990b), in this sense, should eventually lead to the de-marginalization of 
local, indigenous knowledges, and become “endogenous” knowledge, by 
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way of analysis and integration. But more than simply opposing “mod-
ern” or “Western” science, Hountondji aims at harmonizing and over-
coming such a “compartmentalization of thought” (EK, pp. 14–15). 
However, the integration of different forms of knowledge has to proceed 
rationally “within the unifying context of the kind of rigorous thinking 
that is careful to ensure its own coherence as well as the intelligibility of 
its practical procedure” (ibid.).

This focus on rationality aligns with the understanding of philosophy 
and science as a rational and validating process that Hountondji positions 
against the irrational or the undetermined. The definition of endogeneity 
proposed by the seminar’s participants is worth looking at, in this con-
text, because it recalls a fundamental point in the critique of ethnophi-
losophy. As recaptured in the introduction to Endogenous Knowledge: 
Research Trails, the concept of endogenous knowledge was the result of 
a search for alternatives both to “traditional” knowledge and to “indig-
enous” knowledge, and of an attempt to separate mythological thinking 
from scientific practice. “Traditional” stands in opposition to “modern,” 
and runs the risk of becoming a “pinned down and petrified” version 
of knowledge, that needs to be rejected because it refers to uniformity, 
and an ahistorical understanding of “culture” (ibid., p. 16). The sem-
inar turned to endogenous knowledge in order to distance itself from 
Western reductions of African traditions, and so as to launch an auton-
omous approach to local knowledge. One might object that the notion 
“endogenous” implies that the resulting knowledge is a genuine inter-
nal product. Contrary to this, the volume directs our attention to the 
processes of borrowing and assimilating cultural and material artefacts 
from one group or another. The process of communicating with others 
prevents endogenous knowledge from stagnating; hence it retains its 
dynamic character. Consequently, endogeneity is not meant to refer to 
an “absolute interior nor to an absolutely first origin” (ibid., p. 18).

collective emAnciPAtion And testing the universAlity 
of science

The turn to endogenous knowledge, as defined above, has at least two 
functions that can be summarised as contributions to collective emanci-
pation, and as testing grounds for the model of a universal understand-
ing of science. First, the de-marginalization of local knowledges enhances 
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support for scientific progress by people that have been marginalised and 
dominated by Western models and practices of science and colonialism. 
Systematically integrating endogenous knowledge allows reclaiming a 
certain degree of “autonomy and self-regulating power” (ibid., p. 19). 
Hountondji acknowledges both dimensions expressed in the case studies. 
For example, he emphasises the rehabilitation of oral traditions, in order 
to uncover material cultures, and so as to arrive at a “proper knowledge 
of the past” (ibid.). This appropriation is comparable to Henry Odera 
Oruka’s approach towards collecting and transcribing oral knowledges 
that comprise philosophical reflections (1990). In particular, Hountondji’s 
reference to the well-known Burkinabe historian, Joseph Ki-Zerbo (1922–
2006) underlines that he aims at correcting “the myth of the historical 
passivity of African people” (EK, p. 20).

The second function of this turn to endogenous knowledge, equally, 
achieves its goals when assessing the internal rationales of, for example, 
rain-making, from the perspective of modern science, or the uncovering 
of mathematical principles of probability in the systems of Ife divinations. 
Moreover, in assessing the transmission of knowledge from one gener-
ation to the other, the discussants approach orality, as well as existing 
modes of writing and symbols. Such a focus allows us to assess the merits 
of orality, without reducing African societies entirely to orality. The his-
torical analysis of writing in the West African Fon culture, in particular, 
based on an evolutionary model, proves worthwhile as a way of mapping 
and emphasizing examples, ranging from symbols, with their signifying 
functions, to the “more or less elaborate phonetic writing systems, such 
as Vai, Mende, Somalian, Ethiopian and Arabic” (ibid., p. 34).

The historically central question remains as to what causes the stagna-
tion in producing and diffusing, for example, elaborate writing systems 
or primary iron metallurgy. This question links the notion of endoge-
neity to the concept of scientific dependency, and to the integration of 
African societies into global knowledge circuits. The transatlantic slave 
trade is one way of explaining the impediments to such developments. 
The slave trade not only disrupted the transmission and improvement 
of metallurgical knowledge from one generation to the other, but also 
excluded African societies from participating in the transnational diffu-
sion of printing techniques, and the global intellectual exchanges that 
followed this spread (ibid., p. 35). Moreover, colonialism and its aggres-
sive economic policies, preventing local activities from competing with 
imports from the metropoles, are another explanation for the disruption 
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and stagnation of dynamic traditions within African societies. The 
Nigerian philosopher Olúfémi Táíwò has argued, in a similar vein, that 
modernity was on its way in many African societies, through an integra-
tion into global trade, but was stalled by the violent intervention of col-
onist regimes. Hence, colonialism has rather pre-empted modernity than 
“brought it to the colonized people” (Táíwò 2010). Given the persistent 
debates about what colonialism can be proud of, this criticism of passiv-
ity remains a necessary intervention.

The concept of endogenous knowledge has yet to be appropriated by 
a broader audience, and developed further for its theoretical and practical 
potential within philosophy. Hountondji himself has been participating 
in UNESCO events that were dedicated to the exchange of knowledge 
for the purpose of endogenous development since 1979. The notion of 
“endogenous” refers to a research program of the international organi-
zation that sought to liberate structurally dependent countries by focus-
ing on internal strengths, practices, and resources for a socio-economic 
development from within (Schwendler 1984, p. 8; cf. SfM, pp. 225–226, 
236). This line of research and policy-making continues to elaborate 
the advantages and possibilities of endogenous development to this day. 
Contemporary anthropology also uses the notion of endogenous knowl-
edge with an emancipatory intention, however rarely (cf. Adesina 2008). 
The notion of indigenous knowledge, however, continues to dominate 
development research and practice, as well as academic theory-building 
(cf. Chapter 6).
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historical context of Hountondji’s philosophy by giving an account of 
his years in Paris, in Zaire and subsequently his work as an academic in 
Benin as well as internationally. Situating Hountondji as a public intel-
lectual allows for tracing his interventions in framing the Benin revolu-
tion of 1972 based on his earlier philosophical critique. The intellectual 
involvement shows, how Hountondji navigated in a Marxist framework 
between the critique of neo-imperialism and the call to develop unortho-
dox answers to the endogenous development of Benin. The second half 
of this part traces Hountondji’s political involvement in the context of 
the widely acclaimed Beninese national conference of 1990 and his sub-
sequent work as a Minister of Education and as Minister of Culture and 
Communication. Part II concludes by briefly discussing, language policy 
in Benin as a prerequisite of appropriating African knowledge and the 
international debate about the content and form of teaching African phi-
losophy across the continent.
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achievements. In this part, we turn to Hountondji’s political involvement 
in the early independent Republic of Dahomey (1960–1975) as well 
as—as the country was later renamed twice—the West African country, 
Benin. Both his intellectual work and his political experiences are deeply 
intertwined, and there are strong indicators that they influenced one 
another.

Many of Hountondji’s contemporaries as political thinkers on the 
African continent, such as Léopold Sédar Senghor, Julius Nyerere or 
Kwame Nkrumah, became political leaders of the liberated postcolo-
nial nations. In the spirit of optimism, many well-educated young intel-
lectuals considered it as their duty to contribute to nation-building in 
their home countries. In contrast to most of his colleagues in the phil-
osophical academy, Hountondji was one of the few who not only 
intellectually protested against the atrocities of the newly established 
authoritarian regimes, but also actively joined his national government 
after the transition, in 1990.1 Politically and theoretically, Hountondji 
was deeply interested in the question of putting scientific and phil-
osophical education into the service of achieving intellectual libera-
tion. The fora were political debates in student associations in France 
during the 1960s, his interaction with the military regime after 1972, 
and his active membership in a commission dedicated to the reform of 
the educational system in the People’s Republic of Benin (Hounzandji 
2017, p. 389). His activities later continued with his involvement in the 
National Conference of Benin in 1990, and during his time as a Minister 
of Education (1990–1991) and, later, of Culture and Communication  
(1991–1994).

Hountondji’s intellectual biography and his political activism pro-
vide examples of how mutually influential theory and practice are. In 
the first part of this chapter, we will present Hountondji’s engagement 
in the black communities in Paris during his years of study and after his 

1 This does not mean to devalue the activities of other intellectuals and trained phi-
losophers. Some have noted that intellectuals in newly liberated African countries “gen-
erally […] have accepted their social responsibility,” but have faced numerous barriers 
(Mkandawire 2005, p. 2). Indeed, Cheikh Anta Diop formed his own party to contest 
Léopold Sédar Senghor in Senegal. The Kenyan writer Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o was imprisoned 
for speaking truth to power in Kenya. The philosopher Henry Odera Oruka was an out-
spoken critic of the Kenyan government and politics, which probably led his death in a car 
accident in 1996. There are many more examples in African, and other, countries.
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return to Benin, where he became the first professor of philosophy at the 
newly founded National University of Dahomey. In this role, he became 
involved in interpreting how a Marxist-socialist revolution should be 
shaped. In the second part of this chapter, we will concentrate on the 
environment of the national conference in which he participated, and 
after which he became Minister of Education in the transition govern-
ment. The third part briefly describes two issues of educational politics 
that proved to be salient issues to Hountondji: first, the use of national 
languages, and, second, the provision of a reform of the philosophy cur-
ricula for secondary schools, as well as universities.

educAtion, networks And Politics in PAris

Hountondji studied from 1960 to 1963 in Paris, at the Lycée Henri 
IV, to prepare himself for the entrance exam for the prestigious 
École Normale Supérieure (ENS). In the French metropolis, he par-
ticipated in the active black communities of Paris. As early as 1964, 
Hountondji joined the circle around Alaine Diop, the founder of the 
intellectual platform Présence Africaine, which became a very influential  
pan-African journal immediately after its foundation in 1946. While 
engaging with this platform, and its vibrant and lively discourse, he came 
into contact with authors such as Aimé Cesaire, Cheikh Anta Diop, 
Joseph Ki-Zerbo, and John Mbiti. He developed and refined his critique 
of ethnophilosophy in several presentations, and interacted with these 
intellectuals. The presentations were equally shaped by his studies at the 
ENS. Moreover, he adopted, and further developed, Georges Balandier’s 
view of an “ambiguous Africa” (1966) as a way of deconstructing the 
myth of a collective thought in Africa (SfM, p. 81). The anthropolo-
gist and sociologist Balandier was one of the teachers whose seminars 
Hountondji regularly visited.

Although Hountondji does not provide much information on his 
political activities during his stay in Paris, it is remarkable that he stayed 
away from the 1968 student protests (SfM, p. 10). The participation 
in student associations such as the Association of Dahomean Students 
in France or the Paris-based Federation of Black African Students in 
France became the platforms of Hountondji’s political engagement, 
rather than the French communist party or its student organization 
(ibid.). However, Hountondji also remained critical of diasporic black 
activism because, in his view, it did not go beyond the verbal critique 



88  F. DÜBGEN AND S. SKUPIEN

of imperialism toward a call for true decolonialization from France. In 
late 1968, Alaine Diop entrusted Hountondji with the editing of a phil-
osophical chapter of Présence Africaine and with the leadership of the 
short-lived Inter-African Commission on Philosophy, as part of the Societé 
Africaine de Culture (SAC) (1969). The commission’s primary aim 
was to create a platform for African students of the social sciences and 
humanities to present their theses, and to invite guest speakers, among 
others, the Cameroonian Marcien Towa (SfM, pp. 92–93). Towa turned 
into a fierce critic of ethnophilosophy after having studied the concept of 
Négritude (Towa 2011). The work of the Inter-African Commission on 
Philosophy also led to the publications that were targeting senior high 
school classes in Francophone countries (SfM, p. 93). The commission 
became the forum in which Hountondji and his compatriots could prac-
tice and perform what would later become the definition of African phi-
losophy, as texts written by individuals who take responsibility for their 
work. When looking back, Hountondji described the commission’s 
work as one of an Althusserian “theoretical break”2 (SfM, p. 96) with 
the assumption of unanimity and collectivity in African philosophical 
thought. The commission served as a platform from which to articulate 
philosophy as a political instrument, and to define her new tasks as “to 
contribute, directly or indirectly … to the awareness of African realities 
and their revolutionary reappraisal” (SfM, p. 96). However, the commis-
sion was short-lived because of internal differences with the Society for 
African Culture.

Hountondji began reflecting on how philosophy could become a 
foundation for political practice (SfM, p. 85) and moreover, on how 
it could serve as a foundation in the “anti-imperialist struggle” (ibid.). 
Hence, during his time in Paris, Hountondji was active as a political 
philosopher, reflecting on the difficulties of finding a position, as an 

2 By “theoretical break” Hountondji refers to debates that were omnipresent at the ENS, 
where Althusser worked and taught on the history and practice of science. With reference 
to the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard (1884–1962) and his concept of epistemo-
logical break (rupture), Althusser used the concept of an epistemological break (coupure 
épistémologique) to describe the passage from ideology to science in the work and life of 
Karl Marx (Althusser 1965). Althusser defended the thesis that Marx’s theoretical develop-
ment could be explained by a break with the ideology present in the Hegelian philosophy 
and the subsequent development of a science of dialectical materialism. Hountondji alluded 
to this concept to mark the difference of what should come after overcoming the ideology 
of ethnophilosophy.
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intellectual, to address a non-European, African audience. Many activ-
ities, such as the editing of philosophical papers, and the leadership in 
the SAC, were used by him to create the possibility of such a debate. 
The early definitions of philosophy’s structure and tasks, and the cri-
tiques of ethnophilosophy that resulted from presentations in Paris and 
Copenhagen, bore witness to his intellectual engagement in the French 
capital (1971).

A PAuse from husserl And the turn  
to AfricAn PhilosoPhy

Having received his aggregation from the ENS in 1966, Hountondji 
decided to write a doctoral dissertation on Edmund Husserl. During 
this time, he worked for three years as a lecturer at the University of 
Besançon in Eastern France. Looking back, Hountondji described his 
time at Besançon as the time when he “endlessly” lectured on Husserl 
in preparation for his doctoral thesis (SfM, p. 73). However, after hav-
ing published an article about Anton-Wilhelm Amo before the thesis 
defence (Hountondji 1970), Hountondji came to a decision not to pub-
lish his thesis, although he was encouraged by his teachers to do so. He 
refrained from publishing on Husserl because he preferred to strengthen 
a discourse among African philosophers. Through his work on Amo, he 
concluded that the African philosopher should address an African pub-
lic discourse, in order to create the fields of dialogue and critique that 
would be necessary to establish science in African societies (SfM, pp. 
72–73; cf. Chapter 1). Hence, the decision not to participate actively in a 
“non-African theoretical tradition” (SfM, p. 73) demanded a pause from 
debating Husserl (ibid.). We can read this justification in the light of his 
emerging theory of extraverted philosophy and scientific dependence, 
and can consider this personal decision as a step to account individually 
for how geopolitical power asymmetries continued to shape knowledge 
production (cf. Chapters 2 and 4). Hountondji himself decided to “work 
on the margins and, rather than plunge head-first as a narrow specialist 
on an author or a current of thought, to clear the field patiently, estab-
lish the legitimacy and the outlines of an intellectual project that was at 
once authentically African and authentically philosophical” (SfM, p. 75) 
It seemed helpful for this plan to have the opportunity to become a lec-
turer in Zaire.
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PhilosoPhising under the ZAiriAn  
AuthoritAriAn regime

During his time in Zaire, Hountondji first worked as a lecturer at the 
Lovanium University in Kinshasa, and later at the National University of 
Zaire in Lubumbashi. Here, he was able to observe how the President 
Mobuto Sese Seko (1965–1997), a “pacifying general” (SfM, p. 111), 
and his party built up an authoritarian regime. Hountondji watched the 
unfolding of a “philosophy of authenticity” that, on the cultural policy 
level, instilled strong references to African names, costumes and speeches 
in the local languages. However, as an immigrant, Hountondji could also 
note the rising chauvinism that excluded him from taking part in Zairean 
debates, at the risk of being expelled. He lived through the restructuring 
of universities in Zaire that were divided into different campuses by the 
president Mobutu to avoid the formation of any further opposition, after 
students had protested against the government in 1970. During this 
reconstruction, campuses in different cities were created. Hountondji 
was relocated to Lubumbashi, the university dedicated to the humanities 
and social sciences.

During his time in Zaire, Hountondji, in his own words, remained 
quiet, and observed political developments. One reason for his qui-
etness, provided in his book Libertés: Contribution à la Révolution 
Dahoméenne (1973), is that, during the rising nationalistic movement in 
Zaire, immigrants from West Africa were subject to xenophobic protests 
and intimidation. Although university staff and others were not imme-
diately targeted—because they were needed to supplement the exper-
tise that Zaire was lacking at this time—all West Africans experienced 
discriminations at some stage (Lib, p. 66). This intimidation added to 
Hountondji’s understanding of how nationalist regimes could turn 
against Africans, despite the many rhetorical references to Africanness 
and pan-African solidarity.

returning to dAhomey And defining the revolution

On the earliest possible occasion, therefore, Hountondji returned to 
Dahomey, to exercise fully his rights as a citizen. In March 1972, he 
became one of the first group of twenty professors of the newly estab-
lished University of Dahomey. He was the first professor of his country 
in the field of philosophy (Hounzandji 2017, p. 178). At this time, the 
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national university was still in the process of being established and fur-
nished with buildings and resources. In 1970, the university only had 
three hundred and fifty registered students, while the admissions rose to 
seven hundred in 1972 (ibid., p. 346). Hountondji thus lived through 
the foundation of a young university that still had to define its role in 
society, and that was confronted with establishing courses and research 
programs related to the local communities.

The Republic of Dahomey, at this time, counted three million inhab-
itants. The former French colony had become autonomous in 1958, 
and formally independent in 1960, within a larger group of states in 
Francophone Africa. During the twelve years since its independence, the 
society of Dahomey went through three presidential and two legislative 
elections, two referenda to approve of constitutional changes, and five 
coups d’état. An election in 1970, that was planned to return the coun-
try to democratically legitimised government after the last military coup, 
was over-shadowed by violence, and was consequently contested by the 
major parties. The election resulted in a compromise between the leaders 
of Dahomey’s lower, middle and upper regions to avoid civil war, and 
led to a three-person presidential council, within which the presidency 
was to rotate every two years. However, shortly after Hubert Maga 
had handed over the presidential chair to Justin Ahomadégbé-Tomêtin 
(1907–2002), a coup d’état of a group of junior officers, under the lead-
ership of Major Mathieu Kérékou (1933–2015), on the 26 October 
1972, interrupted the rotation within the council. The new military 
regime first announced a revolution in its official statement in November 
1972, and declared that Marxism–Leninism defined the guiding prin-
ciples of government in the then newly renamed People’s Republic of 
Benin in 1974 (Houngnikpo and Decalo 2013).

Half a year after his return to Dahomey, and his taking up of a posi-
tion at the new university, Hountondji, therefore, witnessed the putsch 
of October 1972, and subsequently became involved in providing theo-
retical clarifications and intellectual guidance during these politically tur-
bulent times. In his essay “What is a revolution?” (21 November 1972), 
published in the local magazine Daho-Express shortly after the putsch, 
Hountondji developed one of his central political concepts, that drew 
from his work in Paris and his observations in Zaire, and applied them 
to the specific context of Dahomey. The article became widely known 
in Dahomey, particularly when a radio station decided to read the essay 
on air. According to Hountondji, the text was based on his observation 
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of a shift in the new regime’s speech on the 30 October 1972, when its 
representatives spoke for the first time of a revolution, in contrast to its 
predecessors, which had only referred to socialism as a guiding princi-
ple (Lib, p. 17). His analysis offered two readings of revolution, and was 
mainly addressing the new military regime.

First, Hountondji advocated a minimal definition of a revolution in 
the African contexts. Secondly, he proposed to go beyond a core defi-
nition of independence, so as to broaden the minimal definition, to the 
claim of eventually reaching a socialist society as a maximum definition. 
The latter definition is therefore the horizon upon which to judge any 
progress of a revolutionary process. However, the intellectual inter-
vention was not intended to formulate a political programme, but was 
supposed to offer a broad framework for assessing the new regime’s gov-
ernment (Lib, p. 19). Two claims ran through the essay that was pub-
lished in a monograph in early 1973, entitled Libertés: Contribution à 
la Révolution Dahoméenne. First, the new revolution by the military 
regime should concentrate on a radical independence from neocolo-
nial ties, in order to sharply distinguish itself from the pseudo-revolu-
tions of former regimes in Dahomey, and from other African countries. 
Secondly, the regime needed to base its power on a democratic base, 
the “secular genius” of its three million inhabitants (Lib, p. 30). This 
would guarantee the freedom of expression, and would enable discussion 
about the revolution’s direction. Founding its power on the people of 
Dahomey would also include the self-understanding of the regime as a 
servant of the inhabitants of Dahomey. These two central claims reflect 
Hountondji’s concepts of philosophy as science, and as a process of cre-
ating knowledge through perpetual discussions and debates about truth 
claims (cf. Chapter 4). The following sections will look at both claims 
in more detail, because they reveal how much of Hountondji’s earlier 
critiques within the philosophical discourse was applied and expanded 
within the situation of shaping the political discourse in Dahomey.

A minimAl definition of A revolution

By setting the premise of an open dialogue as necessary for discussing 
the future of the revolution, Hountondji first cleared the ground for his 
own intervention. Freedom of the press, and of the university, became 
the condition of his critical engagement. He used his prominent posi-
tion as a public intellectual and professor to propose minimal conditions 
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whose fulfilment were necessary to define the political process in 
Dahomey as a revolution. First, the republic needed to end neocolonial 
interventions by the former metropole, particularly in economic terms, 
as a precondition of creating space for independence. While the previous 
coups d’état had not led to an interruption of dependence or the plunder-
ing of the state of Dahomey by international and national elites, the new 
regime needed to cut ties, and begin with a political and economic prac-
tice that would use the resources available in Dahomey. In this regard, 
Hountondji argued along the Marxist lines of dependency theory: that it 
is not underdevelopment that is the enemy of the revolution, but impe-
rialism, of which underdevelopment is only a consequence (Lib, p. 21). 
Within this analysis of the causes and consequences of underdevelop-
ment, Hountondji not only emphasised the economic, but also the nec-
essary political struggle. As examples of the need for more independence, 
he alluded to the limitations of markets in re-negotiating existing con-
tracts with the then dominant French enterprises, and pledged to open 
the local market to more diverse competitors, instead of remaining solely 
the hinterland of the former metropole (ibid.).

Self-sufficiency was another premise recommended to the new regime: 
to produce what could be produced in Benin, and only to require finan-
cial help from the outside when necessary. Such an approach favoured 
domestic trade over international trade and inter-African trade over trade 
with non-Africans. When referring to these options of more pan-African 
trade, Hountondji explicitly followed the later work of Kwame Nkrumah, 
the Ghanaian president, who had published his analysis of neocolonial-
ism as another form of imperialism in 1965 (Nkrumah 1965). In this 
text, published shortly before the February 1966 coup d’état in Ghana, 
Nkrumah identified neocolonialism in diverse forms, through economic, 
political, cultural and religious mechanisms that had been put in place 
to prevent fully-fledged independence from the former colonial pow-
ers. In line with this argument, Hountondji called for a diversification of 
Dahomey’s international trading and co-operation partners, with the aim 
of becoming less dependent on French enterprises, and of ending their 
influence in the country. In his view, the new regime would have to reject 
any humiliation on the international level, and return the decision-mak-
ing power to the people of Dahomey, in order to achieve true economic 
and political independence: “Let us organise our three million intellectu-
als for a free discussion. They always know how to find solutions for the 
most pressing problems” (Lib, p. 23, translated by the authors).
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Paying close attention to the opinions and capacities of the 
Dahomeyan citizens acknowledges that democracy was as important as 
independence. And in contrast to positions that consider democracy as 
detrimental to stability, Hountondji believed that both were reconcilable. 
Intrinsically motivated by his anti-authoritarian perspective, Hountondji 
links the democratic organization to the possibility of self-reliability, and 
more autonomy. In his view, one of the prerequisites for democracy is 
freedom of opinion and the right to speak truth to power. He therefore 
called on the new military council to organise opportunities for free and 
country-wide discussions, to examine and criticise the decisions of the 
government, and in order to find the best solutions possible for reduc-
ing the dependence on external powers: “Truth is a public good. She is 
brought about and developed in discussions” (ibid., p. 26). In his elab-
oration of democracy’s prerequisites, Hountondji even went one step 
further, and suggested the implementation of a grass-roots democracy 
that would facilitate the definition and solution of local problems and 
conflicts.

The danger of another fascist regime was another reason to empha-
sise the process of public debate and democratization. Developments in 
other African countries were telling in this regard: Hountondji named 
Guinea under Ahmed Sékou Touré (1922–1984) and Zaire under 
Mobutu as explicit negative instances, which were constantly referred 
to in public debates shortly after the Dahomeyan putsch. Based on the 
experiences of both countries, Hountondji concluded that a military 
regime would not be able to achieve more independence in negotiation 
with former colonizing powers. Or, if it turned out to be revolutionary 
enough, it would be in danger of being replaced through another coup 
d’état. Conversely, founding the regime on a firm democratic ground 
would ensure that further coups d’état become less likely, because the 
population would defend its government. Moreover, the regime would 
be able to count on its population to reduce the dependence on for-
mer colonial powers, by strengthening capacities and creativity, for more 
autonomy.

Since he was then a professor for philosophy at the newly established 
National University of Dahomey, Hountondji drew some of his exam-
ples for a minimum definition of a revolution from his professional field 
of the humanities. It is therefore not surprising that he focused on the 
organization and continuity of cultural dependency as one field in which 
social reproduction through culture is dominated by structural power 
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relations (ibid., p. 23). As an example, he mentions the university sys-
tem that followed French models and responded to needs of scientific 
production in France rather than to those in Dahomey. Two instances 
were important to him in this regard. On the level of engagement 
between local and international expertise, he called for a more self-reli-
ant approach to create the intellectual ground for social and economic 
development in Dahomey. Such an approach included the employment 
of experts from Dahomey before drawing on international expertise. 
Moreover, if relying on international expertise to build up its own capac-
ities of expertise, Dahomey should not only depend on its historical ties 
with French universities and experts. In a way analogous to the approach 
to economic diversification, Hountondji seeks scientific diversification, 
meaning radical independence from the dominant French cultural sys-
tem. This call pre-empts the critique of scientific dependency that he has 
developed since the late 1970s (cf. Chapter 4).

The French Comité Consultatif des Universités serves as another exem-
plification of Hountondji’s critique of cultural dependency. This French 
consultation body for universities was created in 1945, and had a signifi-
cant influence on the placement of academic personnel and their careers 
during the post-war period and afterwards. In Hountondji’s critique, the 
council served as a gatekeeper for university posts in the former colonies. 
Instead, he called for the establishment of a local body that would decide 
upon recruitment at its universities (ibid.). Hence both these instances 
provide a critique of continuous intellectual and cultural dependence 
upon French organizations and their cultural influence. As in the field of 
the economy, this dependence should be ended, through more reliance 
on local sources of expertise, and through the selective recruitment of 
diverse international expertise wherever necessary.

A mAximum definition of A revolution

The maximum definition of the revolution targets the establishment of 
real socialism within Dahomey’s society, and, eventually, world-wide. 
While the minimal definition of a revolution to some extent alluded to 
a form of strategic choice for economic nationalism and regionalism—
in order to strengthen the socio-economic independence of Dahomey’s 
population—the maximum definition aims at contextualizing the coup 
d’état within a wider frame of world developments. With reference 
to Nkrumah and moreover to Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (1870–1924), 



96  F. DÜBGEN AND S. SKUPIEN

Hountondji situated the call for a revolution in the context of a world 
revolution that would have to take place at the international level, to 
abolish class domination, and to install a true internationalism of work-
ers. Dahomey’s revolution, in this reading, needed to be understood as 
a part of this global process, even if Hountondji himself considered it 
utopian to call for such dreams. It nevertheless helped to “let burst the 
horizon” (Lib, p. 27).

Like Nkrumah’s analysis, Hountondji’s cautioned that the ideal of 
independence in Dahomey would become an empty shell without a per-
spective on an international framework. As he observed the rising tide 
of chauvinism in Zaire and the Ivory Coast, and the xenophobia against 
West Africans, and especially Dahomenians, in the former, he con-
cluded that any isolated, nationally-focussed programme of socialism 
would remain insufficient. Instead, the Western bourgeoisie and its allies 
in African states would remain in charge of all changes. Nevertheless, 
Hountondji remained also sceptical of an international revolution. Citing 
the example of the USSR’s intervention in the Czech Republic in 1968, 
not even the socialist countries offered an international guarantee of 
independence for third world countries. Thus, the Dahomey government 
would have to stay true to its revolutionary values and aim at appropri-
ating the means of production to end the exploitation of man by man 
(ibid., p. 28).

***

In Hountondji’s explicitly political writings, commenting on contempo-
rary politics in Dahomey, he deplores the ignorance and empty speech 
in the jargon of Marxism–Leninism in his country, without realizing a 
socialist agenda. Writing in 1972, shortly after the coup d’état, the true 
task of government was to help people, and especially workers, to take 
over the means of production and the control of trading their goods. 
With this emphasis, Hountondji claims a non-orthodox reading of 
Marxism and Leninism. He is opposed both to Western dominance and 
the dogmatic use of a Marxist or socialist vocabulary by African regimes. 
His political writings thus reflect his position within the academic 
debates on African philosophy. In both contexts he rejects external and 
internal forms of domination alike, be they discursive or political.

Hence, Hountondji’s essays, collected in Libertés, demonstrate how 
a public intellectual can rely on Marxist analysis without adhering to it 
as a dogma and political fetish. His critique of domestic politics, and of 
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the dangers attached to a reductionist Marxist–Leninist state ideology 
followed the methods of deconstruction and critical analysis that he had 
developed during his philosophical studies, and, especially, had applied 
in his critique of ethnophilosophy. Less known by Hountondji’s critics, 
the book Libertés became a source and foundation for further reflec-
tions on how to understand Marxism (e.g. Hountondji 1984). It collects 
Hountondji’s thinking of the time, undertaken in order to face a regime 
that later officially adopted scientific socialism, guided by Marxism–
Leninism, as a state doctrine, and which then based its powers on the 
military, rather than on the citizens. Hountondji therefore later crit-
icised the “Soviet propaganda manuals, then flowing into the country, 
[which] barely concealed the most despicable police dictatorship which 
treated democratic freedom cheaply and tended to nip in the bud any 
responsible initiative or thought” (SfM, p. 90). Eventually, Hountondji 
became part of the democratic movement that led to the inauguration of 
a national conference in 1990, and to the subsequent political changes 
(ibid., p. 249).

the nAtionAl conference of 1990
In December 1989, the Beninese regime faced the climax of a severe 
socio-economic crisis, widespread protests, and bankrupted state banks. 
Reacting to the threats of a general strike, the government officially 
renounced Marxism–Leninism as its guiding doctrine, and separated the 
party from the state apparatus. Withdrawing from Marxism–Leninism 
was also favoured by new international developments, of which the 
growing pressure of France’s President Mitterrand—who also pushed 
President Kérékou to accept a form of national forum—is one example 
(Gisselquist 2008, p. 796). The regime’s decision to distance itself from 
socialism also reflected the end of the Cold War, which led to changes 
in the foreign policies of the former colonial powers, as well as in that 
of the United States. Their governments became less willing to support 
single-party authoritarian and dictatorial governments. At the same time, 
the regime entered into negotiations for credits with the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, in order to finance the 
state apparatus. At that time, the World Bank had stipulated politi-
cal reform as one condition for credits. Moreover, the former colonial 
powers tied conditions of political reform to credit that was needed for 
paying the civil servants (Reyntjens 1991, pp. 44–45). Hountondji and 
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his colleagues at the university had been part of the ongoing domestic 
protests, issuing petitions and lobbying for transition away from a sin-
gle-party regime. In early 1990, Kérékou and his regime eventually 
agreed on a transition to constitutionalism, and multi-candidate presi-
dential elections. The main vehicle of this transition was the Conférence 
Nationale, or also known as the Conférence des Forces Vives, that took 
place from 19 to 28 February 1990 (Tevoedjre 1993).

The National Conference of Benin was the first of its kind in post-
colonial Francophone Africa, and was hailed as a signal for liberation 
and democratic change by many African and non-African international 
observers. This particular format was even described as a “Beninese 
invention” (e.g. Eboussi-Boulaga 1993, p. 29) and celebrated for its 
“undefinable grandeur of beginnings” (ibid., p. 173) that introduced 
new political modi of transitions and negotiations. Some observ-
ers drew analogies to the Third Estate’s Assembly in 1789 France to 
emphasise the importance of this declaration of sovereignty (Tevoedjre 
1993, p. 181).

The conference in Benin was initially supposed to advise the regime 
of Kérékou on the pressing economic issues, and on a regime change. 
However, the conference’s delegates, in a final debate rejected their role 
as consultants, and the conference’s representatives declared themselves 
to be the sole sovereign of Benin. Hountondji was part of the delega-
tion of protestant churches, and, later, one of the speakers in favour of 
the conference’s sovereignty.3 Under the presidency of the catholic 
Archbishop Mgr. Isidore de Souza, the assembly listened to the apol-
ogies of Kérékou for the atrocities committed under his regime since 
1972, and it debated the return to a multi-party regime through a 
constitutional reform and the election of a new president. During the 
conference, the country was renamed the Republic of Benin, reflect-
ing the previous abolition of Marxism–Leninism as a state doctrine. 
Although Kérékou resisted stepping down as president, a High Council 
was formed as a legislative body in March 1990 in order to oversee the 
transition process. The council also had the function of organizing the 
drafting of a new constitution, as well as the next parliamentary and pres-
idential elections. Hountondji belonged to this transitional government 

3 Interview with the authors, 21 October 2017.
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as Minister of Education (SfM, pp. 261–262).4 In the presidential elec-
tions in March 1991, Nicéphore Dieudonné Soglo defeated Kérékou, 
and became the new head of state.

The Benin model of a “national conference” was replicated in other 
Francophone states, but with different outcomes. Niger, Togo, Mali, 
Congo and Gabon were among the other states that organised national 
conferences to facilitate their political transitions, re-open the politi-
cal competition for parliamentary and presidential seats, and to draft 
new constitutions. Critical observers, such as the Cameroonian philos-
opher Fabian Eboussi-Boulaga, pointed to the violent and intimidating 
circumstances under which some of the national conferences took place 
(1993, pp. 12–13). The length and size of Congo’s national conference, 
for instance, taking place with 1100 delegates over 105 days, did not 
prevent Eboussi-Boulaga from seeing the violence and resistance by the 
incumbent regime, that created an unfavourable and intimidating con-
text under which the assembly set out to imagine a new polity and cit-
izenship. Equally, Togo’s and Gabon’s transition process eventually led 
to the restoration of old political elites. Nigeriens concluded their con-
ference successfully after ninety-eight days, and elected a new president, 
who was, however, shortly afterwards, the target of a coup d’état. Against 
this background, regarding Francophone postcolonial politics, Benin 
seemed to be the greatest success. But in retrospect, its model could not 
be easily replicated in other contexts: “The Benin model is not exporta-
ble. His copies are always deficient, even caricatures” (Eboussi-Boulaga 
1993, p. 14).

Hountondji himself, after his return from government posts to acad-
emy a few years later, assessed the national conference as a “festival of 
freedom,” and an opportunity to move to a “higher and more effective 
stage of liberation” (Hountondji 1995, p. 135). Two aspects of his anal-
ysis are of particular interest. One refers to the fact that during a tran-
sitional process a civil war is always a possible outcome (ibid., p. 126). 
Violence also occurred in Benin, even during the presidential election in 
1991, indicating that regional and ethnic identities remained a dominant 
factor in the Benin polity. This became evident when the new president 
won the majority of votes, mainly in the Southern part of Benin, while 

4 Interview with the authors, 21 October 2017. In fact, a concise history of 
Hountondji’s personal political experience, as he notes himself, remains to be written (SfM,  
pp. 264–267).
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Kérékou’s constituencies were in the Northern parts. For Hountondji, 
a national conference was the only viable alternative to violence, replac-
ing the threat of physical confrontation with the use of language. The 
national conference in Benin not only constituted an opportunity for 
a nationwide consultation process about the socio-economic difficul-
ties, but also meant nearly the whole nation’s assembling to debate the 
future of Benin (ibid., p. 125). Nevertheless, Hountondji remained real-
istic, and admitted, as a second aspect, that a national conference not 
only deploys language as a mechanism for transition, but also needs to 
include a face-saving way for an authoritarian ruler to step down, so that 
he is willing to accept the results of the transition process (ibid., p. 132). 
Organizing the transition therefore required, at one point, an offer of 
immunity to Kérékou, so that he could accept the conference delegates’ 
claim to sovereignty. For Hountondji, each national conference hence 
entails a trade-off between the political future of a country and claims of 
reparative justice towards the past.

hountondji As minister of educAtion

After having participated in the political process that led to a political 
refoundation of the Beninese polity, Hountondji found himself in the 
transition government. The interim government took office shortly 
after February 1990, under the leadership of the newly nominated 
Prime Minister Soglo, who had formerly served as finance minister of 
the Republic of Dahomey, and had worked at the IMF and the World 
Bank. Within this transition year, the philosopher became Minister of 
Education. One reason for his nomination might have been his inter-
vention in favour of the conference’s sovereignty, that must have made 
an impression on Soglo, whom Hountondji described as a newcomer to 
Beninese politics.5 During his short political career, Hountondji sought 
to make his philosophy and political practice converge, and to safeguard 
an “elementary morality” (SfM, p. 265) within politics. In his later 
reflections, he considers the “daily fabric of small-time politics” (ibid.) as 
little surprising, but nevertheless considered it as a challenge to reinvent 
politics in Benin, after nearly twenty years of a one-party regime.

5 Interview with the authors, 21 October 2017.
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The challenges for the transition government were daunting, includ-
ing the resurrection of the economy, the drafting of a new constitu-
tion, and the formation of a new form of politics that could enhance 
the power of the population. The national conference’s secretary, Albert 
Tevoedjre underlined, in the national conference’s concluding report, 
the general wish to establish Benin as a new polity with a strong and 
independent identity (Tevoedjre 1993). The report pointed at Benin’s 
agricultural potential as a regional producer as the most feasible way to 
recovery, given the high contribution of agriculture to Benin’s economy. 
At the same time, the IMF ordered a structural adjustment programme 
as a condition for the supply of credits to enable the financing of the 
state. To some extent, these frames of discourse in the newly established 
Republic of Benin can be found in Hountondji’s political involvement as 
well. As a Minister of Education, he had to oversee the restructuration of 
the university, and to establish conditions so that young graduates could 
find employment outside of the state bureaucracy. Given the strong focus 
on agricultural production in Benin, one of his expressed concerns was 
how to employ the agriculturalist graduates, and how to create incen-
tives to learn trade through apprenticeships, rather than only through a 
generalist university education (Hountondji et al. 1991). In his function 
as a minister, Hountondji equally oversaw the second reform process 
of school education in Benin, heading a general assembly on education 
shortly after the national conference (Conseil National de l’éducation 
2014, p. 12). His firm position on a student strike might have led to the 
Prime Minister Soglo’s decision to assign him to the Ministry of Culture 
and Communication after the presidential election in 1991.6 This rele-
gation to a cultural portfolio was more of a side-lining, and an interrup-
tion of the initiatives of Hountondji and his colleagues, especially since 
his successor did not continue his approach to change. Having served 
as the Minister of Culture and Communication for nearly three years, 
Hountondji concluded that he eventually realised why he was part of the 
government: “to give a kind of intellectual and moral legitimacy on the 
cheap” (SfM, p. 249). This realization led to his letter of resignation in 
October 1994.

After having returned to academy in 1995, Hountondji was elected in 
2009 as director of the National Council for Education (CNE), a body 

6 Interview with the authors, 21 October 2017.
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that was established during the education reform of 2003 to advise the 
ministries that were involved in the educational system. We want to con-
clude this chapter with two short examples of educational policies that 
are exemplary for Hountondji’s philosophical stances and his practical 
engagements. Both examples also link to contemporary pressing educa-
tional topics: language policy reforms and the re-organization of philo-
sophical curricula in secondary schools and universities across the African 
continent.

nAtionAl lAnguAge Policy in benin

Language policy was one of Hountondji’s main concerns, and, from very 
early on, he and his colleagues tried to develop the needed infrastruc-
ture in schools to teach national African languages from primary school 
onwards. Having written one of his first articles about the distorting 
effects of using colonial languages for African intellectuals (Hountondji 
1967), Hountondji had already participated in the first national educa-
tion conference in Dahomey in 1973, that called for a better developed 
use of African languages in schools (e.g. CNE 2014, p. 91).

Since 1970, Benin’s society had been subject to several educational 
policy reforms that combined alphabetization campaigns and the use of 
national languages for teaching pupils and adults alike. The expansion of 
school education into rural areas in the early 1970s was accompanied by 
efforts to transcribe the languages that existed within the nation into a 
standardised alphabet that could be used to transcribe diverse local lan-
guages (ibid., p. 103). The introduction of early learning centres, that 
were politically oriented toward the regime’s Marxist–Leninist ideology, 
additionally fostered the development of appropriate teaching material. 
Later policies, the new constitution of 1990, and the law on education 
in 2003 reaffirmed the need to use national languages, and called for an 
emphasis on teacher education in national languages. Using the earlier 
transcriptions of languages that had already been developed during the 
1970s and 1980s, the teacher education initiatives took six national lan-
guages into account (ibid., p. 104).

To this day, the CNE continues to note that an exclusive focus on 
teacher training is insufficient to teach national languages appropriately 
as a subject and to ensure that these languages are used as the languages 
of instruction. A recent fourth national consultation forum on educa-
tion reviewed the reforms of the last three decades, and criticised the 
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insufficient adaptation to linguistic plurality in many parts of the edu-
cational system. Moreover, efforts to develop these infrastructures still 
largely depend on foreign support, such as that of the Organization de 
la Francophonie, or Swiss funders. This leads to new dependencies and 
uncertain futures for the experimental projects that currently take place 
across Benin to test the implementation of national languages at the 
school level.7

debAting the content of AfricAn PhilosoPhy curriculA

Hountondji has not only been politically active in the national realm, 
but also internationally. In particular, the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), as well as the Inter-
African Council for Philosophy, were two fora for his engagement that 
helped to shape the debate on philosophical curricula beyond France and 
Benin too. Prepared by his political and structural analysis of the state of 
philosophy and science in African countries, Hountondji turned to sev-
eral topics, including the strengthening of regional bodies, inter-African 
collaborations, and the institutionalization of bodies that could help to 
reform the ways in which philosophy is taught and researched at African 
universities and in secondary schools.

Shortly after hosting an international seminar on philosophy and sci-
ence in Cotonou in 1978, Hountondji joined a UNESCO expert team 
for a comprehensive analysis and consultation concerning how the 
UNESCO could support the research and teaching of philosophy in 
African countries as a means for development. The study was initiated 
against the backdrop of a narrative of a crisis of science and meant to 
inquire how technology and science could be used to improve the living 
standards of Third World populations. Philosophers and philosophical 
training were expected to contribute to the analysis of social and politi-
cal developments, and hence to economic development. The expert team 
consisted of philosophers from North and South of the Sahara. It based 
its work on a questionnaire that was sent not only to academic philoso-
phers, but also to scientists, administrators, teachers, and students of phi-
losophy at secondary schools (Hountondji and Wiredu 1984). The team 
received over three hundred answers from participants in twenty-four 

7 Interview with the authors, 21 October 2017.
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countries, supplying information about the contemporary praxis of phi-
losophy at national universities and secondary schools, about languages 
of teaching, about professional qualifications of philosophers, and about 
the relationship between the training of philosophy and official state ide-
ologies or dominant religions (ibid., p. 186).8

It is noteworthy that the commission’s work in the early 1980s fos-
tered a Pan-African discourse on philosophy. The commission did so 
by contributing to the discourse in two ways. First, UNESCO and its 
developmental conceptualization of philosophy became a framework for 
philosophical research and education in many African countries. Its dis-
cussions not only comprised the well-known debate about what consti-
tutes African philosophy (ibid., pp. 248–251), but also concerned the 
political implications and scientific autonomy of the discipline in univer-
sities and secondary schools. By 1980, many African societies were the 
targets of socialist or Marxist reforms. This affected philosophy educa-
tion too, as described above, in the case of Benin. As a consequence, the 
curricula of what and how to teach would not only have to include more 
African approaches, but would also have to follow political directives. 
Furthermore, the survey’s results showed that the frameworks for teach-
ing African philosophy at universities and schools were still rudimentary. 
The latter would also have needed appropriate and continuous teacher 
training, given the limited resources available in many countries. Second, 
at the level of performance, the international networks, under the aus-
pices of UNESCO, contributed to creating opportunities to overcome 
national and language barriers. The commission has been an exemplary 
forum for seeking common ground for African philosophy. It was not 
self-evident that such international meetings could take place, given the 
language barriers and the scarce resources for conferences in African 
countries. They contributed to the emergence of African philosophy as a 
scientific network, beyond national or sub-regional silos.

***

Hountondji’s experience as a public intellectual, an educational activist, 
and, later, as a Minister of Education in Benin, influenced his develop-
ment of a theory of scientific dependency and extraversion. The debates 

8 See the report on the survey in Teaching Philosophy in Africa. Hountondji summarises 
the responses that the expert group received from Francophone countries (pp. 185–212), 
while Wiredu summarises the results from Anglophone countries (pp. 213–244).
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within both national and international arenas closely reflect his concerns 
about how to situate philosophy within the praxis of science in African 
countries, and, hence, to develop alternatives to the extraverted perspec-
tive of ethnophilosophy, as well as to dogmatic state ideologies. Due to 
the prevalence of official Marxist or socialist state ideologies in many 
Francophone countries, Hountondji and others had to engage more 
extensively with these ideologies, and critically to review their strengths 
and their pitfalls. This part has shown how Hountondji’s intellectual and 
political activism are entangled, and how they shaped each other.
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PART III

Hountondji as a Global Thinker

The last part of this introduction to Hountondji’s oeuvre will focus on 
the elements of critique that mark him as a social philosopher and public 
intellectual who is engaging with the challenges of his time, and whose 
approaches can be helpful for contemporary social analysis within and 
outside of Africa. As a first step, we explore the sociological and nor-
mative foundations of Houtondji’s assessment of structural inequalities 
in knowledge production, by bringing him into conversation with con-
temporary debates on epistemic justice. As a second step, we will set out 
Hountondji’s notion of “culture,” as well as his concomitant critique of 
“culturalism” and identity politics. By way of conclusion, the chapter 
turns to Hountondji’s pledge for a critical universalism, based on trans-
cultural philosophising on a global scale.

This part does not review Hountondji’s writing in chronological 
order, but revisits selected texts thematically, according to these recur-
rent elements of critique. The aim is to highlight how his philosophy 
continues to be highly relevant to contemporary social and political phi-
losophy, as well as to disciplines such as African studies and the sociology 
of science.
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Abstract  Several research fields have developed during the last decades 
that align with Hountondji’s calls for scientific independence and thus 
enable expanding his analysis and critique of scientific dependency and 
the call for the re-appropriation of endogenous knowledge. This chap-
ter gives an overview of contemporary discussions in the social studies 
of sciences that connect to the indicators that Hountondji developed in 
his observations of scientific dependency. Furthermore, we link his work 
with recent debates under the umbrella notion of “Southern theories”, 
normative concepts such as epistemic and cognitive justice and discuss 
the calls for pluralizing sources of knowledges or de-linking from the 
global system of knowledge production as possible remedies. The chap-
ter concludes by delineating the meaning of decolonization of academic 
spaces in Africa and beyond with reference to the RhodesMustFall-
movement, that started in South Africa in March 2015. This example 
helps to illustrate many of Hountondji’s concerns.

Keywords  Sociology of science · Epistemic justice ·  
Plurality of knowledges · Southern theory · Rhodes Must Fall ·  
Global scientific dependency

In the first part of the book, we reconstructed Hountondji’s stance on 
science and philosophy, and focused on his demand to base philosophy 
on a firm method of open-minded, critical inquiry. In the late 1970s, 
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Hountondji extended his critique from philosophy in particular to the 
phenomenon of scientific dependency in general. Extraversion became a 
conceptual lens with which to observe how, in colonial times and after-
wards, the production of science had been directed towards applying 
theories developed in the Global North and towards delivering raw facts 
or data in African countries, for the benefit of metropolitan laboratories 
(Hountondji 1978; cf. Chapter 4). By developing a list of indicators to 
describe intellectual extraversion, Hountondji offers a schema which can 
integrate the diverse material and institutional factors of the scientific sys-
tems in African countries that contribute to those systems’ intellectual 
and conceptual extraversion. Borrowing from Samir Amin’s analysis of 
economic analysis (1968), Hountondji argues that scientific dependency 
leads to a continuous exclusion from formulating locally specific prob-
lematics. His conscious turn to endogenous knowledge offers ways to 
scientifically include formerly excluded sources of knowledge, and thus 
to turn towards the local demand for knowledge.

As a first step, we will show, in this chapter, how debates in the fields 
of science policy studies and the sociology of sciences have delivered 
empirical insights to underline and support Hountondji’s list of indicators 
(see Chapter 4). Using these insights will show how timely Hountondji’s 
critique still is, twenty-eight years after his article “Scientific Dependency 
in Africa today” (1990). Secondly, we will discuss theories of epistemic 
justice, to reflect on the normative grounds of Hountondji’s critique. 
Normative arguments are implicit in Hountondji’s calls for scientific 
autonomy and equal standing in the global production of knowledge, 
but have not been problematised as such. The conceptual framework 
of epistemic justice not only allows us to describe forms of institutional 
epistemic justice when targeting the policies of research funders and inter-
national organizations (Anderson 1995, 2012), but also cognitive jus-
tice, referring to the kind of knowledge that is being produced (de Sousa 
Santos 2014). Debates on global epistemic justice help to carry further 
and radicalise the insights developed and defended by Hountondji from 
a philosophical angle (Dübgen 2019; Keet 2014; de Sousa Santos 2014). 
Thirdly, following up on the debate about endogenous knowledge started 
by Hountondji and his colleagues in 1987 in Benin, we will look at the 
integration of indigenous knowledge into the pursuit of science. We will 
discuss contemporary suggestions that knowledge and science should 
be decolonised either by delinking (Mignolo 2007) or by radically plu-
ralizing sources of knowledge formation (de Sousa Santos 2007). These 



6 NEW APPROACHES TO SCIENTIFIC DEPENDENCY AND EXTRAVERSION …  111

approaches to countering the Western hegemony in knowledge produc-
tion serve as an indirect response or alternative to Hountondji’s under-
standing of science as a universal practice.

We conclude this chapter by looking closer into contemporary debates 
at South African and British universities connected to the “Rhodes Must 
Fall” movement, to highlight a recent struggle for epistemic justice. 
Serving as a revealing example of the various approaches to the decoloni-
zation of knowledge, it also provides the bridge to a discussion of critical 
universalism in the last chapter.

locAting extrAversion And scientific dePendence 
in AfricA todAy in the study of sciences

Hountondji’s research and conceptual advancement resonates with 
developments in the field of philosophy and social sciences that focus 
on epistemological issues from different conceptual angles. His early 
involvement in education politics in his home-country, Benin, from 1990 
to 1994 has been a pioneer exercise, because sociologists of sciences 
and research funders, for instance, substantially took up the issue only 
in the 1990s. This only recent uptake can partly be explained by an 
increased interest in how to support research environments in African 
countries, and also in which topics should be researched and how this 
support affects the choice of research questions (e.g. Bradley 2008; 
Gaillard 1994). The political liberation of South Africa from apartheid 
has created another impulse to study the conditions necessary to the 
transformation of curricula in Higher Education, and to the subsequent 
integration of topics and knowledges that affect the choice of teach-
ing and research topics (Cloete et al. 1997). Furthermore, the centre- 
periphery-based economic model that Hountondji applies to explain 
continuous extraversion finds its contemporary equivalent in the aca-
demic critique of World Bank-driven neoliberal politics, and its harmful 
effects for Higher Education and research facilities, particularly in African 
states (e.g. Mamdani 2007; World Bank 1998). Above all, the interna-
tionalization of scientific collaboration has exponentially increased since 
the early 1990s, and has motivated more reflections about the positive 
and negative aspects of collaborations in structurally asymmetrical set-
tings. Hence, reading his science-related texts, and comparing them to 
contemporary discussions in philosophy and the social sciences, shows 
how topical Hountondji’s work remains.
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Contemporary researchers on the governance of science allude to 
Hountondji’s analysis of scientific dependency. Since 1978, Hountondji’s 
work has been arguing for more autonomous research. In order to come 
to local solutions one needs to formulate contextualised questions and 
methodologies within science. Autonomy, in this case, means the capac-
ity to turn to questions of local interest, instead of responding to exter-
nal questions and research theories (Hountondji 1978, pp. 357–358). 
Autonomy, however, does not mean a self-chosen isolation from interna-
tionally circulating theories.

Turning to science policy studies and the study of science promises 
new insights into the degree of scientific dependency that Hountondji 
sought to circumscribe with help of his set of thirteen indicators.1 
Researchers in the field of Science and Technology Studies have devel-
oped some of Hountondji’s personal observations, when focusing (1) on 
the participation of African researchers in global scientific production; 
(2) on the continuous brain drain of trained researchers; and (3) on the 
question of trust, the setting of research questions, and research capaci-
ties. We will mention only a few studies that highlight the ways in which 
Hountondji’s analysis remains topical to this day.

First, the current sociology of sciences reveals the extent to which the 
contribution of African scientists to hegemonic global science remains 
marginal. For example, recent bibliometric studies find Africa in a mar-
ginal role when counting its contributions to world scientific output, 
often measured according to publications in journals. Despite the flaws 
of bibliometric analysis,2 the numbers give an indication of the extent 

1 The indicators of scientific dependency have been extended by Hountondji from four 
to thirteen over the course of several articles on this topic. They include structural, insti-
tutional and individual factors, for example, the dependency on technical equipment from 
the North, the fact that African publishing houses and libraries, as well as universities and 
research centres, are under-resourced, and that African scholars, therefore, need to be 
“scientific tourists” to the North in order to participate in high-quality research environ-
ments more than their travelling Western colleagues, leading to a higher prevalence of the 
so-called brain drain (Hountondji 1995; cf. Chapter 4).

2 Bibliometric analyses are limited by the databases used, e.g. Thompson Reuter and 
Scopus. Both databases register scientific publications that mainly appeared in journals. 
There are strong biases towards Anglophone journals, with many so-called high-impact 
journals edited at Northern institutions. Among other factors, African journals are not 
always registered in these databases, because of the definitions of strict quality protocols. 
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to which Africa has contributed to the world share. Between 1981 and 
2013, Africa’s scientific output doubled from 1.4 to 2.6% (Confraria 
and Godinho 2015) but remained low in relative and absolute num-
bers. Moreover, the contributions of scientific research results within 
the continent are diverse, with Egypt, Nigeria, South Africa and Kenya 
as leading countries, and with North Africa as a stronger region overall, 
in terms of scientific journal contributions. Most accountants of journal 
publications observe an increase, particularly since 2004. Others have 
pointed to intra-African collaborations that have received more promi-
nence, and have doubled, from roughly six thousand in 2000 to over 
twelve thousand publications in 2012, with only African collaborators 
(Adams et al. 2014, p. 2). This number helps to illustrate the increasing 
importance of intra-regional research collaborations, with South Africa 
as the most important hub for collaborative African research (ibid.). 
But it also signifies that, in overall numbers, research collaboration with 
non-African states continues to be in high demand, pointing to the 
opportunities for, and risks of, research co-operation between African 
and non-African researchers. Moreover, the dominant language of pub-
lication is English, thus forcing Africans and others to produce less in 
their native language (where this is not English) and thus to disconnect 
the research from their local populations as addressees, if there is no ade-
quate translation of results into the respective vernaculars.

In “Scientific Dependency in Africa” (1990), Hountondji found 
every reason to suspect that many African researchers leave their coun-
try because of low salaries, inadequate research environments and better 
living conditions abroad. The economic crisis of the 1980s had led to 
low investment, and, subsequently, to a veritable crisis in higher educa-
tion. Moreover, the structural adjustment programs of the World Bank 
discouraged African countries from further investing in their universities, 
declaring higher education and research a “luxury” that many countries 
could not afford (Cloete and Maassen 2015, p. 8). Instead, international 
donors and policy-makers preferred to concentrate on primary educa-
tion, because they assumed higher returns for investments. The subse-
quent neglect of universities, and the privatization of higher education, 

Therefore, not all the publications of African researchers, especially those of local and 
regional importance, are represented in these bibliometric analyses.
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explain the decline in research capacities in the 1990s, and partly account 
for the decreasing opportunities for South-South cooperation. Hence, 
the emigration of trained researchers has a very material basis. Despite 
the changing environment, the opportunities to network with the help of 
the internet and appropriate software, and the improvement of research 
environments, researchers of developing countries still find substantial 
reasons to migrate. The emigration of trained researchers and profession-
als from developing to developed countries, diagnosed since the 1960s, 
still takes place, although there are some countries, such as China, that 
are successful in re-integrating researchers (Gaillard et al. 2015).

Weaker research conditions within the countries of the Global 
South notwithstanding, African researchers remain part of international 
research collaborations that are pursued to a large extent with scien-
tists from their former metropoles and Western powers such as the USA 
(Adams et al. 2014). Since the beginning of the 1990s, the number of 
international research collaborations has increased. This is also because 
of the new international political openness after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, and an increased interest by funders in including more African 
partners in international collaborations. This has led to a higher num-
ber of opportunities for individual training, for access to laboratory 
equipment, and for publication, for individual African researchers. Some 
authors have argued that the results for African academia are ambivalent, 
creating and continuing dependencies but also opportunities to build 
up the capacity for African academics’ own research questions (Okwaro 
and Geissler 2015; Zink 2016). For example, training and skills can be 
transferred cross-nationally, and applied both to extraverted and endog-
enous research questions. However, the process of designing and pursu-
ing research collaborations often remains dependent on funding schemes 
situated in the Global North. Researchers from the Global South often 
not only demand a fair share in the agenda-setting process, opportuni-
ties for research and publication, but also more integration of extra-sci-
entific benefits for their respective local communities (Parker and Kingori 
2016).

The few examples referred to above confirm Hountondji’s critique 
of scientific dependency and extraversion. They show the topicality 
of migration as an issue, and the devastating effects of austerity on the 
autonomy of doing science. However, recent research also points to 
the ambivalences that emerge with more integration of African research 
into international science networks that have not been captured in 
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Hountondji’s thirteen indicators. His approach can hence be updated 
and used as evaluation criteria for the improvement of science in African 
countries. For example, Hountondji did not shed much light on the gen-
der factor for science. Turning to the more recent analyses of feminist 
authors can help to fill this gap, and explain the double scientific depend-
ency of women, who have largely been marginalised in both European 
and African scientific institutions.

the turn to indigenous knowledge  
And southern theories

“Southern theories” (Connell 2007) or “Epistemologies of the South” 
(de Sousa Santos 2014) as conceptual frameworks integrate the efforts of 
scholars in diverse places in the Global South to develop theories based 
on local knowledges and experiences. The Australian sociologist Raewyn 
Connell proposes to use the term “Southern theories” for three reasons. 
First, the term calls attention to periphery-centre power asymmetries 
within the field of knowledge production. Secondly, the term points to 
the fact that theory is indeed produced worldwide, and is not the exclu-
sive enterprise of a few countries only. Third, the term points to the fact 
that knowledge production is inherently bound to specific social and 
cultural spaces (Connell 2007). In a very similar way to Hountondji’s 
analysis of scientific dependency, advocates of alternatives start from the 
observation that Western knowledges and their underlying model of 
rationality became dominant at the beginning of colonization, and con-
tinue to prevail today (Harding 1997; Odera Hoppers 2002, p. vii).

According to the proponents of Southern Theory, the dominance of 
Western epistemes has had devastating effects upon communities and 
environments, for two reasons. First, the lack of a pluralist framework 
leads to a limited range of solutions to technical and social problems. 
Second, a contextualised approach would integrate the communities and 
their knowledges into the process of knowledge-formation. Conversely, 
the devaluation of certain forms of knowledge leads to disempowerment, 
and, hence, to an exclusion of local agents. Moreover, since scientific 
knowledge is conceptualised as historical and spatial, Western thinking 
cannot claim universality per se, but is itself the result of geographically 
limited social procedures.
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Feminist and postcolonial theories have contributed to this contex-
tualization since the second half of the twentieth century from diverse 
angles. Their authors, for example, have deconstructed male domi-
nance within science as a factor, and whiteness as a structural privilege 
that shapes knowledge-formation (e.g. Haraway 1988; Harding 2011; 
Mungwini 2016; Verran 2002).

indigenous knowledge discourses  
As liberAtion strAtegies

In addition, we can relate Hountondji’s turn to endogenous knowledge 
to the global debates on the status of indigenous knowledge. Within 
the postcolonial approach to science, several perspectives on indigenous 
knowledge, in opposition to Western science, have emerged. Christina 
Odera Hopper (2002) summarises the indigenous knowledge debate 
of previous decades that brought new scientific and political attention 
to the protection and deployment of local and indigenous knowledge. 
Others have described indigenous knowledge systems as a “counter-
hegemonic instrument” (Ntuli 2002) for the African renaissance. An 
ecological critique approaches indigenous knowledge as a tool for plural-
izing the knowledge base of humanity, after failed modernization exper-
iments and devastating environmental crises (Visvanathan 1997). Many 
of these approaches attribute economic and ecological crises to a “mon-
ochrome logic of Western epistemology” (Odera Hoppers 2002, p. vii) 
and consequently reject the subject–object relations of scientific theories 
and the concomitant technocratic instrumental attitude towards nature.

Researchers from indigenous groups have also engaged in finding 
alternatives to dominant research models, and have forced scientists to 
change their ways of integrating indigenous agents into the process of 
doing science. To extend the horizon of research questions, new meth-
ods have been proposed to integrate indigenous communities in a sub-
stantial and an ethical manner (e.g. Smith 1999; Fatnowna and Pickett 
2002). Furthermore, the integration of indigenous knowledge into the 
curricula of schools and universities has been a contested issue, since 
many of these institutions do not integrate the plurality of knowledge 
approach, and continue to follow dominant models of science. However, 
this call for more integration into the fabric of universities has also been 
described as an ambivalent mode of decolonizing the academy, as can be 
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analysed in the case of South Africa and Canada. It is ambivalent because 
the integration of further knowledge and of formerly excluded per-
sons remains a gesture of invitation on the side of the white leadership. 
Nevertheless, in the long run, the invited persons and topics could even-
tually alter the fabric of the university, and help to establish decolonised 
curricula and research practices (Almeida and Kumalo 2018).

Hountondji valued hybridity and openness in scientific exchange, 
especially when reflecting on the necessity of how to expose the sciences 
to new sources of knowledge formation (EK, p. 18; cf. Chapter 4). 
Recognizing marginalised groups as relevant agents in knowledge for-
mation is also an important demand in epistemic justice theories. 
Subsequently, we will introduce the notion of epistemic justice, and 
show that it can be connected with Hountondji’s work.

ePistemic And cognitive in/justice

A new and vibrant debate on what counts as epistemic justice has 
emerged in philosophical discussions in recent years. Some define “epis-
temic justice” as an “umbrella term” (cf. Fricker 2013, p. 1318) that is 
open to discussions of what counts as injustice. Others see it as a search 
for a new vocabulary for delineating and expressing experiences of injus-
tice that are not audible in hegemonic speech (Dübgen 2015). This 
search for a new vocabulary connects with Hountondji’s critique of the 
marginalization and distortion of certain knowledges and experiences. 
A quest for new concepts would take into account the dominant ways 
of producing theories and methodologies in the centres of the North, 
which later dominate the theories and procedures of science.

However, the normative implications of Hountondji’s quest for 
more autonomy in the building of science are only implicit. Instead, the 
debate on epistemic justice turns to explicit normative consequences, and 
takes the call for decolonization of knowledge and its institutions further. 
Its authors radically elaborate on the moral and ethical consequences of 
epistemic injustices in today’s societies, and call for epistemic justice to 
be one core principle of justice, to be considered when assessing public 
institutions and their actions in the public sphere.

Epistemic Justice, as a concept, has several roots, some of them 
evolved in the Global North with the intention of influencing debate and 
practice in Northern institutions (Fricker 2007; Anderson 2012). Others 
have developed the similar concepts of “cognitive justice” in countries of 
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the Global South (Visvanathan 1997) or in Portugal and Latin America 
(de Sousa Santos 2007). Approaches to epistemic injustice have in com-
mon that they criticise the exclusion of persons and knowledges (epis-
temes) in doing research and teaching at universities or in the public 
sphere.

Miranda Fricker (2007) introduced the concept of epistemic justice 
in moral philosophy to designate the injustice when persons are not 
being heard (testimonial injustice) or cannot express their experiences 
in hegemonic speech (hermeneutic injustice). She draws her examples 
from cases of racism and sexism. While these forms of intersubjective 
injustice can be described as a necessary beginning in uncovering injus-
tice, Elizabeth Anderson (2012) has criticised Fricker for leaving out the 
structural factors for epistemic injustice, by focusing on the epistemic vir-
tues of individuals when remedying epistemic injustice. Anderson there-
fore turns to institutional injustices, such as the oppression of minorities 
at US-American and European universities, where women and ethnic 
minorities were for a long time marginalised. Their integration as epis-
temic agents happens only gradually, and is accompanied by much resist-
ance (e.g. Anderson 1995). In her view, universities as institutions have 
to install appropriate procedures to guarantee access for people with 
diverse epistemic backgrounds to universities and other organizations of 
democratic polities (2012). The structural factors and barriers that lead 
to the exclusion of minorities need to be at the core of organizational 
reforms.3 As we will see below, the debate over access to universities in 
South Africa is one example of such a critique of institutionalised forms 
of structural injustice.

The concept of “cognitive justice” and of its correlative injustice, 
respectively, add another dimension to this debate, by focusing on entire 
knowledge-systems that have been silenced since colonialism, through 
the spread of dominant models of Western science. The concept focuses 
on epistemologies and not only on epistemic agents that operate within 
one epistemic order. “Radical plurality” or “Epistemologies of the 
South” (de Sousa Santos 2014) is a representative concept coined by the 
Portuguese Boaventura de Sousa Santos, who responds to what he calls 
“abyssal thinking in the West” (2007, p. 45). Abyssal thinking means 

3 Miranda Fricker has subsequently responded to this criticism, and has extended her 
concept from the virtuous individual to the virtuous institution, which has a moral obliga-
tion to guarantee public access to minorities and the silenced (2013).
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that certain types of knowledges are preferred to others, due to illegiti-
mate power asymmetries. According to the author, Europe has not only 
violently engaged in “epistemicide” (ibid., p. 74), that is, the extinction 
and suppression of different knowledge systems during the five centu-
ries of colonialism, but the effect of this epistemic domination continues 
until today.

However, the geographical position of suppressed knowledge is no 
longer limited to the peripheries. Today, abyssal thinking has reached 
the social and cultural environments of the metropoles themselves. 
Metropoles have, effectively, been suppressing the emancipatory con-
testations of marginalised groups, such as migrants and refugees. Along 
with the exclusion of knowledges comes the exclusion of people, against 
which Santos positions a “subaltern cosmopolitanism” (ibid., p. 55) as a 
resistance to continuous forms of abyssal thinking. This implies a global 
counter-movement that is based on epistemological resistance to achieve 
more global justice; a movement that implies that “global social injus-
tice is […] intimately linked to global cognitive injustice” (ibid., p. 53). 
Several strategies have been proposed to counter cognitive injustices.

strAtegies to counter cognitive injustice

Two strategies have been developed as an answer to dominant sci-
entific models that are transmitted in academia and through interna-
tional organizations: first, radical plurality, and second, de-linking. Both 
options include substantial criticism of how knowledge is being pro-
duced, validated and defended against counter-claims in universities and 
elsewhere. Radical plurality of knowledge invites us to see beyond dom-
inant models and organizational forms, and to contribute to cognitive 
justice, as a pre-requisite for global justice. De-linking is an option pre-
ferred to radically create spaces of self-determination, and to avoid future 
disappointment when dominant institutions do not change substantially. 
Both options share the critique of epistemologies that are connected to 
dominant institutions in the world polity. Both are discussions that sup-
port and extend Hountondji’s approach in their radical critique of scien-
tific and epistemological dependency. However, the de-linking approach, 
at least, differs from Hountondji in its refusal to accept the universality 
of science and philosophy, as well as in its refusal to appropriate foreign 
knowledge.
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Let us first turn to the approach of radical plurality. A major advo-
cate of the World Social Forum, Boaventura de Sousa Santos, sees social 
counter-movements, and, especially indigenous movements, as agents 
for alternatives ways of thinking. He takes their experiences of social 
exclusion as a starting point. “[T]hese initiatives, movements, and strug-
gles are animated by a redistributive ethos in its broadest sense, involv-
ing […] cultural, and symbolic resources and thus based both on the 
principle of equality and on the principle of recognition of difference”  
(de Sousa Santos 2007, p. 64). Post-abyssal thinking is premised on the 
acceptance of a diversity of social worlds and respective articulations. 
In opposition to the “monoculture of modern science,” Santos speaks 
of “ecologies of thinking” to acknowledge the co-presence of contem-
porary agents and knowledge, and, subsequently, the radical diversity of 
epistemologies (de Sousa Santos 2007, p. 66).

As a counter-epistemology, aiming to defeat the hegemony of modern 
science, the “ecology of knowledges” approach does not offer a global 
alternative, but rejects any centralizing efforts. The ecology of knowl-
edges, that fosters the co-presence of certain knowledges, becomes the 
conceptual tool for thinking an epistemic pluralism. However, this plu-
rality does not necessarily exclude contemporary forms of science (ibid.), 
but goes beyond the simple redistribution of scientific knowledge, by 
merging it with other forms of knowledge-formation. In the end, Santos 
and Hountondji are not very far from each other, because both want to 
create opportunities to readjust: opportunities to ask new, radical and 
more localised questions, which find equal recognition. Hountondji 
alludes to these opportunities for radically extended boundaries of 
knowledge-formation, when arguing for an “expanded rationalism” 
(SfM, p. 255).

De-linking (Mignolo 2007) or “epistemic disobedience” (Mignolo 
2009) are further strategies to gain more space for marginalised 
groups and their knowledges. Mignolo hence offers a parallel radical 
critique of disciplinary knowledge-making, that is based on the lan-
guages and classifications made by the former Western colonial pow-
ers. Following the Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano in his analytical 
and programmatic linking of colonial power and knowledge, Mignolo 
argues for a radical de-linking from dominant languages and classi-
fications that are the basis for Western knowledge—as a prerequisite 
to political liberation (Mignolo 2007, p. 451). This radical break is 
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necessary, because Western knowledge continues to dominate the 
self-perception of agents in the Global South.

Mignolo draws his examples from South America (e.g., 2007,  
p. 425), but also turns to Indian intellectuals to emphasise forms of 
resistance against “coloniality” (Mignolo 2007). Partha Chaterjee serves 
as such an example of resistance, side by side with Hountondji (AP) and 
Wiredu (1996). Chaterjee recognises the entanglement of modernity 
with colonialism and the limits of European discourses of enlightenment 
(Chaterjee 1998). Moreover, Mignolo endorses new forms of subaltern 
anthropology that start from local, non-Western cosmologies to describe 
their environments, and strongly rejects any form of objectivism. He 
rather proposes to use anthropology as an academic discipline to support 
the cause of indigenous and excluded persons in finding other forms of 
knowledge-production (Mignolo 2009, p. 14).

Contrary to Mignolo, Hountondji’s aim of a careful study of local 
and exogenous knowledge and their combination does not invite any 
strong claims for de-linking. He remarks, with reference to Amin’s dis-
cussion of economic de-linking (1986), that de-linking is an option not 
yet feasible (SfM, pp. 266–267) especially if it is understood as “synon-
ymous with autarchy or with a withdrawal into the self” (ibid., 242). 
Rather, the efforts of marginalised agents should be directed towards 
the creation of a “polycentric and multipolar world” that offers “spaces 
of autonomous and responsible decision-making” in the economic and 
in the scientific field (ibid., pp. 266–267). Instead of de-linking in the 
scientific field and avoiding technological developments, Hountondji 
calls with reference to Emmanuel (1982) for the appropriation of 
imported technologies. However, this mode of appropriation would 
require “a proper understanding of the theoretical and practical knowl-
edge, and the origin, of the imported product, an understanding that 
alone can give that culture the ability in the long term to invent new 
techniques itself” (ibid., p. 243). The condition of such an under-
standing of “opting out” is a local science policy that sets the frame-
work for a comprehensive independent research and innovation system 
in African countries (ibid.). With his focus on a polycentric world as 
the framework for continuous processes of the appropriation, testing 
and creation of endogenous approaches, Hountondji, rather, opts for 
the strategies that are part of pluralizing and contextualizing knowledge 
production.
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“rhodes must fAll”—decoloniZAtion in PrActice

By way of conclusion, this chapter will recount the events of the recent 
student protests in South Africa, which started to gain momentum on 
a national level in 2015. The protesters’ demands help to illustrate the 
different understandings of decolonization and delinking in an aca-
demic context, and illuminate the multiple meanings of epistemic justice. 
Hountondji’s call for a re-appropriation of endogenous knowledge, and 
for a new relationship with Western knowledge, shares similarities with 
the demands of students to radically decolonise the curriculum of South 
African and European universities. Studying the protests and debates 
concerning education in South Africa helps to shed light on further 
material dimensions of decolonization that are expected to be realised 
through a turn to marginalised knowledge and groups.

The Rhodes Must Fall movement started in March 2015, and gath-
ered media attention as a protest directed at the enduring presence 
of powerful white structures embodied by a statue of Cecil Rhodes  
(1853–1902) at the University of Cape Town. Protesters saw Rhodes, 
a mining entrepreneur, politician, colonialist and philanthropist with an 
outspoken racist ideology, as the representative of continuing neo-impe-
rial structures in South Africa. The statue became thus the anti-symbol of 
student and non-student protesters, who called for a profound decoloni-
zation of education at the University of Cape Town, and who protested 
against “white arrogance” in general.4 The protest spread not only to 
other universities in South Africa but also to institutions of higher learn-
ing in Great Britain and the USA, where protest groups with similar aims 
were formed in solidarity.

In Cape Town, protesters initially focused on the removal of the 
Rhodes statue, but from the beginning connected this symbolic act to 
various demands for institutional change within the university and the 
South African society. After a month of controversy, and of nation-
wide, and partly violent, protest, the University of Cape Town’s coun-
cil voted for the removal of the statue that sat centrally at the stairs of 

4 On 9 March 2015, a postgraduate student threw human faeces on the statue of Cecil 
Rhodes as an artfully staged protest. Commentators pointed to this symbolism as under-
lining a protest against poor sanitation in Cape Town that was a salient problem for many 
inhabitants at that time. The student also wore a mine-helmet, with which he referred to 
the recurrent conflicts at South African mines, and, especially, to the death of mine-workers 
in the 2012 Marikana killings.
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the University’s campus overseeing the Eastern parts of Cape Town. 
The protest’s uptake initiated debates and demands at other universities 
in South Africa to remove similar symbols of colonial histories, and to 
change language policies in former Afrikaans-dominated universities such 
as Stellenbosch and Pretoria. Simultaneously, protesting students at the 
University of Oxford and Cambridge, but also at the Law School of the 
University of Harvard, directed their protest for decolonization towards 
statues and other material embodiments of colonial history, such as the 
Rhodes statue at the Oriel College at the University of Oxford, or the 
looted bronze artwork from the Benin Kingdom (today in Nigeria) at 
the University of Cambridge (Wamai 2016).

Observers noted that the protest movement in South Africa formed 
a new political generation that took up struggles from previous gener-
ations, and continued to articulate the quest for justice and equality in 
South African society in general: “At its core was the quest for transfor-
mation and the desire to bring an end to the perpetuation of a culture 
of alienation reminiscent of colonialism several years after independence” 
(Mungwini 2016, p. 532). Decolonization in this regard is meant insti-
tutionally to recognise the history of colonialism at the university itself, 
the need to change science’s practice so as to represent equally the cul-
tural and biographical experiences of its students, and to establish a more 
equitable staff, with scholars from all communities (SRC, 11 March 
2015). The University of Cape Town’s Student Representative Council 
underlined the necessity of ending the silencing of black voices, in which 
group they integrated the coloured, Indian, and African students, and 
noted that the university as an institution itself has “not done much to 
create an inclusive curriculum and environment” (ibid., p. 1). According 
to the council, the university has thus not countered the discrimination 
of black students. Instead, de-alienation at the university would have to 
become the act of “spreading true knowledge about pre-colonial Africa 
and through this, create a culture that is representative of the diversity of 
students on campus” (ibid., p. 1).

The particularity of South Africa’s history of apartheid is still mani-
fest in striking inequalities in its educational system, and manifests insti-
tutional epistemic injustices on several levels. The access to university as 
a black student or staff member is limited, where nearly 35% of academ-
ics stem from black communities, while they represent about 80% of the 
population (Nordling 2018). The reasons for this underrepresentation 
vary, and include, among others, the lack of equally good primary and 



124  F. DÜBGEN AND S. SKUPIEN

secondary education in areas populated by black citizens, which leave 
them ill-prepared for higher education. In 2015, the year of protests, 
the drop-out rates of black South Africans in their first year of studies 
amounted to 32%. Both students and staff numbers are representative 
of disadvantage in contemporary South African society. These misrep-
resentations form the material basis for the protests, in which the stu-
dents also aligned with out-sourced workers at the university (SRC, 
11 March 2015). The issue of student access to university education 
became even more important when protests started at the University of 
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg against the planned increase of tuition 
fees in October 2015. During this protest wave, students turned against 
the increase in tuition fees as a barrier to higher education. Free edu-
cation became the ultimate goal, against the government’s promises 
to cap fees in 2016, and to determine costs according to the income 
of the students’ families. This shows how epistemic justice is related to 
and embedded in social injustices in general, and how changes to the 
institutional apparatus of scientific research need to reflect the overall 
background structures of the society in question. The protesters’ aims, 
therefore, transcended the call for more relevant content in teaching and 
research, and included changes within the environment of universities 
and societies.

solidArity outside of south AfricA

Nearly identical aims were formulated by the protest group that was 
opened at the British University of Oxford in spring 2015, where mostly 
international students created a movement around the statue of Cecil 
Rhodes at Oriel College, where Rhodes had studied. The campaign 
started with the aim, not only of removing an iconic symbol, but also 
of pointing to the deficiencies of curricula and reading lists at the uni-
versity, deficiencies which the protesters experienced as not reflecting the 
diversity of knowledge, for example, by not reflecting the contributions 
of women and persons of colour.5 The scope of this demand reflects the 
need for an intersectional analysis of cognitive injustices, based on race, 
class and other axes of oppression that are manifest in hegemonic aca-
demic institutions. In addition, it resonates with Santos’s call for radical 

5 Cf. https://rmfoxford.wordpress.com/, accessed 3 May 2018.

https://rmfoxford.wordpress.com/
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plurality and an ecology of knowledges. What was expected in the move-
ment, and what alludes to the concepts of decolonization cited above, 
is the aim of “a more intellectually rigorous, complete academy” (cited 
in Mungwini 2016, p. 532). Moreover, the protesting students pointed 
to the need to admit more British citizens of minorities to the univer-
sity, as both students and staff, and to improve the workforce. As with 
the original protest movement in Cape Town and at other South African 
universities, the students at Oxford did not limit themselves to calling 
for the removal of icons, but, during their campaign, raised awareness 
of daily experiences of racism at the university, by identifying discrimi-
natory practices of institutions such as the debating society, the Oxford 
Union, or the university’s management, which did not invite repre-
sentatives of affected minority groups to their “diversity meetings.”6 
Eventually, the campaign for more equity and decolonization helped to 
create awareness in the broader British public about opportunities in 
higher education, and, especially, the question of access to elite univer-
sities such as Oxford and Cambridge. In addition, the movement called 
attention to the different work opportunities for students with diverg-
ing ethnic backgrounds after graduating from the same institutions. In 
this regard, the protest has become a platform for diverse experiences of 
minorities’ alienation in Great Britain, which occurs in an increasingly 
occlusive political and economic environment in Great Britain after the 
1990s (Chaudhuri 2016). The protests have thus also reached beyond 
the classrooms and reading lists to include the socio-economic aspects 
of daily life, comparably to the conflict that erupted in South Africa 
between the student protesters and the government, as the main funder 
of universities.

decoloniZAtion As A multi-dimensionAl  
And contested concePt

In our reconstruction of Hountondji’s work, the elaboration of his con-
cepts of scientific dependency and extraversion were central aims. In 
addition, the second part of this book highlighted Hountondji’s politi-
cal approach towards radically integrating citizens into the daily solutions 

6 For further details see the campaign’s website, https://rmfoxford.wordpress.com, 3 
May 2018.

https://rmfoxford.wordpress.com
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of social, economic and technical problems. The notion of decoloniza-
tion used during the recent protests can serve as a re-reading of these 
approaches from the perspective of a new generation. Students, both in 
South Africa and Great Britain, have framed their protest as an effort to 
bring about the decolonization of universities and society at large. The 
students emphasised the need for a reformed curriculum, more repre-
sentative staff, and better remunerated workers at universities. The uni-
versity’s curriculum reform has become a major demand, and can be 
understood as another contested field of symbolic power, beside the 
statue of Rhodes. Discussants have pointed at the high symbolic value, 
its “set of values, commitments, and ideals” (Jansen 2017, p. 155) that 
makes curriculum reforms a rallying point for students, regardless of for-
mer reforms and changes. Targeting the curricula means to contest a 
“selective tradition” (ibid.) whose development constitutes a political act 
per se, because it draws boundaries between what is taught and transmit-
ted and what is silenced. The student movements called for the integra-
tion of formerly excluded knowledges, such as indigenous knowledges of 
marginalised groups. The notion or concept of decolonization, however, 
remained ubiquitous, and is still a term under construction.

According to Jonathan Jansen, there are at least six different ways 
in which the decolonization of academia might be understood. First, it 
could be understood in alignment with Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s (1986) call 
for a decentring of European knowledge; a new curriculum would aim 
at founding research on (South) African values, as a default position for 
learning and research. This re-centring would include a new relationship 
with African norms and ways of knowing oneself. Second, knowledge 
could be entirely Africanised. In contrast to the first understanding, this 
approach abandons the relational aspect towards European knowledge, 
and focuses on the African experience alone. Thirdly, decolonization of 
teaching content could mean adding formerly excluded knowledge to 
the curriculum. While this has been practiced in the United States since 
the 1970s, with the institutionalization of African and gender stud-
ies, it seems “not sufficient for a full decolonization of the curriculum,” 
because it could only target a few compartmentalised subjects, without 
further integration across the whole university (Jansen 2017, p. 160). 
Fourthly, decolonization aims at a process of critical engagement with 
a set of problems from new angles, and with the help of new theories in 
a decentralised manner. In this approach, students and staff engage with 
the ways in which the current teaching content shapes their knowledge, 
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and in which inherent power relations can be critically analysed. The 
protest against the Rhode statue can count as a key example of such 
critical engagement. Building on these engagements with the contem-
porary knowledge body is the fifth dimension of dealing with “entangled 
knowledges” (ibid., p. 162). This approach recognises that there are no 
binaries between “us” and “them,” since many forms of knowledge are 
interwoven between “the colonizer and the colonized” (ibid.). Finally, 
a sixth approach to decolonization targets the settler society, which, in 
South Africa, is made up of the holders of the majority of land and mate-
rial means, and how this society defends its privileges through the cur-
riculum. Decolonization with the aim of transcending this social divide 
created by the settler society clearly leaves the university campus and 
connects the call for epistemic and social justice. The re-appropriation 
of land, in this context, is seen by some as the material basis of education 
and opportunities in contemporary South African society in general. All 
six approaches represent different forms of decolonization, that partially 
build on, but also exclude, each other. However, the list of meanings can 
be further extended with reference to language politics and a focus on 
the economic structure of higher education.

lAnguAge Politics And the quest for A 
decommodificAtion of AcAdemiA

Language policies and the commodification of research are two other 
dimensions that help to understand the complexity of the call for 
decolonization. As seen above, in the second part of this book, lan-
guage policies are central for Hountondji in his work as a Minister of 
Education, during which he struggled for the use of African languages, 
such as Yoruba and Fon, for teaching at schools and universities. Wa 
Thiong’o’s seminal book Decolonising the Mind (1986) is a key refer-
ence in the struggle to liberate the production and distribution of knowl-
edge in an African context. Wa Thiong’o argues that only a thorough 
linguistic liberation will permit a full decolonization of African and other 
postcolonial countries, and a decentring of the continuous influence 
of European concepts and paradigms. His critique specifically aims at 
writers of African origins who continue to write in English, French or 
Portuguese, instead of using their own mother tongues in their writings. 
Wa Thiong’o himself has subsequently decided to write only in Gikuyu, 
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his Kenyan mother tongue. In a similar vein, the Ghanaian Kwesi Kwaa 
Prah has simultaneously called for a linguistic change in universities as 
a prerequisite for the conceptual and intellectual liberation of African 
societies. Like wa Thiong’o, Prah emphasises the negative effects of the 
use of foreign languages in African countries, that limit the success of 
students who struggle with English, French, Portuguese or Afrikaans 
as foreign tongues (2017, p. 6). In addition, using languages of African 
origins at universities would also allow African societies to integrate 
indigenous knowledge that comes with African languages. To Prah’s sur-
prise, students in South Africa have not called for the use of more lan-
guages than English: “Remarkably, African languages as languages of 
instruction were not in demand. A call for African languages usage as 
languages of instructions was figuratively, ‘beyond imagination’” (ibid., 
p. 7). However, English as a language of instruction was a key demand 
at Stellenbosch University during the “Luister” campaign in 2015. The 
university had before then used Afrikaans, which is mostly spoken by the 
white population, in lectures, and has provided for a translation service 
into English only since 2010. This perceived dominance of Afrikaans as 
another “foreign language” became the obstacle to students who wanted 
to participate in higher learning at that university; Afrikaans was per-
ceived as a factor of alienation.

Achille Mbembe pointed to the de-commodification of higher edu-
cation as one aim of decolonization that has not been integrated above. 
For Mbembe, the process of decolonization would have to target the 
organization of universities itself, and create opportunities for systematic 
inquiry and learning in an environment free of “authoritative control” 
(2016, p. 30). Control comes with the commodification of higher educa-
tion, its aligned business-like practices of assessment and the merely quan-
titative evaluation of faculty. “Finally, to decolonise implies breaking the 
cycle that tends to turn students into customers and consumers” (ibid., 
p. 31). Identifying and describing the trend of higher education’s com-
modification, Mbembe calls on the protesters to think beyond the local 
institutions that require decolonization, and to take into account the 
global neo-liberal political economy and markets, that dictate also the 
functions of universities as producers of global work forces and elites and 
of knowledge as commodities (ibid., pp. 38–40). This is not an African, 
but a decidedly global, trend, that Mbembe critically deals with, and that 
equally adds to the approach of Hountondji. Stressing the globalization of 
commodified higher education within the analysis of scientific dependency 
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offers an even more complex picture of global power structures, while 
extending the early anti-imperialist critique of Hountondji. For Mbembe, 
the integration into global circuits requires thinking beyond South Africa 
and focusing more on its situatedness in Africa (ibid., p. 41).

AfricAniZAtion And the dAngers of chAuvinism

The multiple dimensions of decolonization in the South African con-
text indicate a complex picture, with several challenges. “Nativism” 
has become another dimension of decolonization that highlights sev-
eral pitfalls of dynamics within the protest movement (Jansen 2017, 
pp. 167–168; Mbembe 2016). Such a move reminds us of the call for 
non-essential Africanness that Hountondji lobbied for, within the phil-
osophical debate, and, politically, in his own country, Benin, after his 
return in 1972 (cf. Chapter 5). The shift to forms of nativism within the 
students’ protest movement has led to the alienation not only of white 
but also of black, South Africans, when essentialised notions of blackness 
and victimhood or oppression have emerged and become dominant in 
the movement. Protesters initially acknowledged intersectionality, des-
ignating the different dimensions of discrimination, including gender, 
queer and other discriminated identity positions. Observers and activists 
quickly noted the tendency to put racial experience at the centre of the 
struggle: “We see the dynamics of such essentialization in the experiences 
of some black students who initially identified with the movement. It 
is not uncommon to hear testimonies of students positing that they do 
not feel black enough, given that a singular dominant narrative of what 
constitutes blackness is rigorously defended, often at the cost of free 
expression” (Nyamnjoh 2017, p. 264). Exclusionary tendencies within 
the movement would lead to another alienation of students, that could 
be detrimental to the movement and to its future integration in South 
African society, a development that Hountondji was aware of when 
criticizing the exclusion of groups on the basis of identity politics (cf. 
Chapter 5).

Africanization (of education), in this sense, has become a develop-
ment that the Caribbean thinker and anti-colonial activist Frantz Fanon 
(1968), one of the student movement’s key authors, has anticipated as 
a danger of nationalist movements. Fanon gained intellectual promi-
nence during the student movement’s struggle, because students during 
the Fees Must Fall movement, among other quotations, appropriated 
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Fanon’s remarks on violence as a necessary instrument to reach the 
movement’s goal. Fanon was used to justify the violent turn during the 
protest, with the following quotation: The anticolonial struggle needs to 
be “[…] replacing of a certain species of men by another species of men” 
(cited in Manzini 2016). When buses and buildings were burnt during 
upheavals on campuses across South Africa following the tuition fees 
increase in October 2015, and again in 2016, the remark was taken as 
a sign of resistance, of confronting the neocolonial system within South 
African society, and of confronting, especially, the violent response of the 
South African state.

The references to Fanon remained ambivalent and selective among 
the student protesters. While Fanon’s work was used to explain the need 
for the decolonization of the South African state, and to analyse the dif-
ferent forms of colonization, Mbembe and others warned that a simple 
nativism on the basis of race could eventually lead to an activism that 
harms its own goals. The danger that Fanon foresaw in his own anti-co-
lonial struggles was that black elites could simply replace white elites in 
occupying the institutions of colonialism. An African middle class, in 
Mbembe’s account of Fanon’s analysis, “manipulated the overall claim to 
self-determination as a way of preventing the formation of an authentic 
national consciousness” (Mbembe 2016, p. 33; Fanon 1968, Chapter 3). 
More explicitly, Mbembe refers to Fanon’s analysis of Africanization as 
“retrogression,” if the nation is simply passed over to other elites. This 
could only lead to chauvinism, and, eventually, to racism (ibid., p. 34). 
Citing the continuous xenophobic attacks in South Africa, Mbembe 
urges the students to think beyond racial definitions and strategies of 
decolonization. Africanization or nationalization would hence not nec-
essarily imply a progressive African perspective that is invoked in the 
decolonization of curriculums and universities, if it were restricted to the 
politics of race (Prah 2017).

***

The theoretical debates on endogenous knowledges and activist move-
ments for decolonization referred to in this chapter should have clearly 
indicated how Hountondji’s concepts of scientific and political inde-
pendence, and his call for a re-appropriation of endogenous knowl-
edges, relate to the current developments. The cases of South African 
and British universities illustrate how contemporary debates add to the 
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complexity of gaining scientific independence, which constitutes a cen-
tral goal for the Beninese philosopher. Taking his arguments further 
unravels even more facets: for instance, the discussions of how to cre-
ate pluralistic epistemologies, or of how to elevate marginalised groups 
such as women, queers or poor communities as agents of knowledge 
formation.
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Abstract  Throughout his oeuvre, Hountondji develops a prescrip-
tive notion of culture that is marked by internal difference and constant 
change. This notion stands in opposition to a static and essentialist under-
standing of culture, that is prevalent in many contemporary nationalist 
and identitarian movements and that leads to a society’s stagnation and 
enclosure. Hountondji develops the analytic category of “culturalism”, 
designating the strategy by politicians of using cultural topics to divert 
attention from important economic and political issues. This chapter fur-
ther highlights the implications of Hountondji’s call for cultural pluralism 
on a political, normative, and theoretical level. In addition, it elucidates 
his critique of culturalism by discussing practical examples in the African 
context and delineates contemporary trajectories of this critique.

Keywords  Cultural pluralism · Traditionalism · Populism ·  
Identity politics · Cultural relativism

From early on, Hountondji scrutinises cultural politics. He criticises 
contemporary identity politics by constructing a prescriptive notion 
of “culture” that is marked by an internal heterogeneity and whose 
function is to stimulate progressive social change. This specific under-
standing of culture enables him critically to review essentialist tenden-
cies in politics and culture that rely on a simplistic and static notion of 
culture. These considerations have not lost any of their analytic force, 
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considering rising religious fanaticism, new forms of populism, and 
identitarian movements worldwide.

In an early article entitled “True and false pluralism” from 1973, 
Hountondji (1973) elaborates on the idea of “culture” in the con-
text of the debate on cultural pluralism. According to his analysis, cul-
ture changes over time, and is characterised by heterogeneity, which 
is nothing negative, in need of being suppressed or avoided, but an 
indispensable driving force for cultural prosperity. Hountondji assumes 
that contestations between diverging views and competing norms 
keep cultures alive. Conversely, he rejects the ideas of “culture” seen 
as a homogenous, static essence that a people can always return to in 
order to find its authentic roots. Instead of focusing on the differences 
between cultures, we should rather focus on the internal differences 
within each culture. Philosophy therefore should aim at deconstructing 
false dichotomies, and acknowledge the internal dialectics of cultural  
difference.

culture As PlurivocAlity

The term “cultural pluralism” is usually associated with a positive affir-
mation of different cultures, located in diverse geographical areas 
(Hountondji 1973, p. 101). As a reaction to Europe’s claim in the nine-
teenth century to be culturally superior, critical voices both in Africa 
and Europe have invoked cultural pluralism since the early twentieth 
century, in order to challenge the exclusivity of European ways of liv-
ing. Advocates of cultural pluralism called for either the preservation of 
existing cultures, or the peaceful mutual enrichment of different cultural 
traditions. Today’s most prominent philosophical current that defends 
cultural pluralism is communitarianism, a philosophical school that con-
siders norms as depending on a specific cultural context (MacIntyre 
1981; Taylor 1989; Walzer 1983). Against this proposition, Hountondji 
points out that African culture itself is pluralist and marked by internal 
contestations over norms. It contains diverse intellectual and political 
currents, so-called subcultures that are struggling with one another over 
hegemony. He maintains that African culture “is not a closed system, in 
which one can enclose oneself or could be enclosed; it is, on the con-
trary, the unfinished history of the same contradictory debate” (1973,  
p. 108). Conversely, any attempt to unify culture, talking about “the 
West” or “the African tradition” are artificial and simplistic construction, 
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which mostly serve as instruments for extrinsic interests (ibid., p. 107). 
Rather, each cultural heritage is “plurivocal”; it entails contradicting 
positions and contesting views that each member of a community can 
appeal to (AP, p. 178).

Hountondji maintains that the apparent “culture” of a place should 
be considered, at most, as the “dominant practical ideology” of a given 
time—set apart from dissident, marginalised positions (ibid.). Therefore, 
his analysis needs to be set in strict opposition to the idea of a clash 
between cultures (Huntington 1996). Hountondji, as we have seen, 
focuses on the clashes within a culture, and within the contesting subcul-
tures. Moreover, these tensions and debates are productive, and can trig-
ger positive social transformation. To put it in a nutshell, he articulates a 
hybrid and anti-essentialist approach to cultural phenomenon in the early 
1970s, which is now widely shared in the cultural as well as postcolonial 
studies (Barker and Jane 2016; Ashcroft et al. 2013). However, even if 
such an approach has found much support in academia, it remains a con-
troversial issue in social and political discourse, where we can observe a 
rise in cultural monism in the context of nationalism and populism.

Having carved out Hountondji’s understanding of culture, we 
would like to raise the following questions: What consequences does 
Hountondji’s notion of culture yield for philosophical discourse? If we 
consider African culture to be plurivocal and internally contested, what 
does the signifier “African” stand for? Following such a radical decon-
structivist approach, does it still make sense to talk about culture, after 
all? How can we, conversely, discuss culture in a productive way?

In view of the previous chapters, we can sketch different possi-
ble answers to the first and second questions. To begin with, the sig-
nifier “African” in African philosophy points to a geographical space 
called “Africa” and its inhabitants, who are “Africans” (cf. Chapter 2). 
In this sense, we might assume that Hountondji refrains from allocat-
ing to “Africa” any given cultural essence that might demarcate it from 
other continents. We can speak about “African” without presuming any 
cultural meaning attached to it. However, when talking about Africa’s 
internal plurality, and critically discussing specific conventions and social 
practices, Hountondji himself refers to the notion of “culture.” In light 
of his political philosophy, it might be possible to argue that if we speak 
of culture we should understand it as (1) historical; (2) contested; and 
(3) as embedded in power relations. Philosophy’s task, therefore, con-
sists in analysing culture as a contingent and changing system of human 
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interaction that is always entangled with other “cultures”, which, them-
selves, are internally fragmented. In this sense, speaking of culture always 
remains precarious, because it never fully grasps the phenomenon in 
question. In addition, we need to be cautious wherever the discourse 
on culture is activated for specific interests. Let us, therefore, turn to 
Hountondji’s unravelling of ‘culture talk’ as a political strategy.

culturAlism And trAditionAlism As PoliticAl strAtegies

Culture has become predominantly operational in Africa in two ways: 
first, through cultural imperialism during the period of colonialism and 
neocolonialism (and continuing up to this day), and second, through 
cultural nationalism in the context of the liberation struggles in the 
1960s. Hountondji designates the former as “first order ethnocentrism,” 
as opposed to the latter, as a kind of “defensive ethnocentrism” (2000, 
p. 19). Cultural imperialism relies on a collective sense of superiority, 
whereas defensive ethnocentrism is an “excessive and uncritical” reac-
tion to the first one. Whereas colonial racism and theories regarding 
hierarchies of civilizational progress were used during the time of colo-
nialism as means of justifying the imperial enterprise, early thinkers of 
the liberated nations equally aimed at establishing narratives of cultural 
authenticity that could be used as moments of resistance. The cultural 
nationalism of the liberation struggle reacted to colonial denigration 
through the “identification with one’s own tradition” (ibid.). However, 
the focus on “culture” diverted attention from the class struggle, from 
exploitation, and neocolonial superimpositions, within African societies, 
too. Proponents of cultural nationalism constructed identities which 
had never existed in this pure form, such as “whiteness,” “blackness,” or 
“authenticity.” The related narratives of return embraced “black authen-
ticity,” which expressed a desire for a lost age where immutable laws gov-
erned peaceful social interaction.

Culture has, according to this analysis, served as a discursive bat-
tlefield in Africa, both during the colonial subjugation, and during 
anti-colonial struggles. Colonialism’s projections of racist inferiority and 
primitive unanimity reduced the complexity of a socially rich continent 
to a flattened and static image. As a response to the racist subjugation 
and denigration of African civilizational achievements, political anti- and 
postcolonial leaders such as Léopold Sédar Sénghor (1964) or Kwame 
Nkrumah (2005) used African culture as a discursive arena through 
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which they sought to rehabilitate African identity. They emphasised cul-
tural nationalism as a means to achieve unity, within the borders of what 
later became nation-states. Unfortunately, in Hountondji’s reading, this 
deplorable trend continues in postcolonial times, in particular in the light 
of rising cultural nationalism, and new forms of chauvinism.

Hountondji admits that the philosophies of authenticity may have 
had a liberating effect in the early wake of liberation, in so far as they 
contested the hierarchies attached to cultural difference (1983, p. 141). 
However, by positively affirming the differences set up by colonial dis-
course, proponents of both Négritude and African socialism failed to 
deconstruct them. Both relied on culturalist tropes set up by colonizers: 
Hountondji therefore charges Sénghor with a “garrulous negrism” (AP, 
159) that served to sidestep the relevant political and socio-economic 
problems of postcolonial Africa by focusing on black metaphysics and the 
so-called ‘Negro soul.’ Likewise, Hountondji attacked Nkrumah’s phi-
losophy of consciencism (Nkrumah 2005), which, equally, made refer-
ence to a notion of homogenous culture. Nkrumah saw African identity 
as being in crisis, because of the co-existence of competing ideologies 
and religions brought about by migration and colonialism. He criti-
cises Nkrumah for considering the plurality on the African continent as 
a cause for crisis, and seeking to eliminate this plurivocality in favour of 
unity and synthesis. Hountondji concludes: “[t]he crucial weakness of 
the project resides in the basic assumption that Africa needs a collective 
philosophy” (1996, p. 149).

However, reconsidering this critique today, we need to be aware that 
Hountondji focused mainly on the early writings of Négritude, and does 
not elaborate on its turn to humanism, embodied by intellectuals like the 
late Fanon (1968). Still, despite this historical omission, the argument 
in itself remains powerful. Even though cultural essentialism might be 
effective in the moment of struggle, in the long run, it impedes a soci-
ety from moving forward. By indiscriminately defending social practices 
regarded as “traditional” and “authentic,” we evade the necessity for a 
critical dialogue about these very practices and their functionality and 
adequacy at a given period of time. Although reference to essentialised 
terms of cultural identity can be used for the aims of liberation move-
ments against colonial powers for the sake of regaining self-confidence, 
they run the risk of remaining trapped in this instrumental role.

Hountondji calls the political strategy to focus on culture for instru-
mental reasons culturalism, in analogy to economism (1973, p. 107). 
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Culturalism uses “culture” as a political means, and thereby robs it of 
its internal dynamics and its rich tensions. Rather, “[c]ulture is fixed 
fast in a synchronic, horizontal, strangely simple and single-voiced pic-
ture” (ibid.). This process of simplification juxtaposes one’s own cul-
ture with other schematised cultural systems. Hountondji holds that his 
form of closure, in the long run, proves to be antithetical to political 
emancipation.

Culturalism goes hand in hand with “traditionalism”: Africa is some-
times considered by both Westerners and Africans as “traditional,” as 
opposed to “modern.” Conversely, modernity, in this reading, belongs 
to Western civilization. Hountondji criticises traditionalism as “the exclu-
sive valuation of a simplified, superficial and imaginary scheme of the cul-
tural tradition” (ibid., p. 110). It negates the temporal dimension and 
dynamic character of any culture that is adapting norms and conventions 
according to the specific needs of a society. We might hence speak of 
multiple modernities (Eisenstadt 2002), rather than assigning tradition 
and modernity to single geographical spaces.

Moreover, embracing “tradition” can mean upholding practices which 
are outdated and inappropriate, if reconsidered critically. It therefore 
begs the question “[…] how to respond to the challenge of cultural 
imperialism without imprisoning ourselves in an imaginary dialogue with 
Europe, how to re-evaluate our cultures without enslaving ourselves to 
them, how to restore the dignity of our past, without giving room to 
a passeistic attitude?” (Hountondji 1983, pp. 142–143). Hountondji’s 
answer to this question might be formulated as such: If we consider cul-
ture as dynamic and constantly evolving, as well as internally differen-
tiated, the problems of acculturation and cultural alienation are falsely 
posed by proponents of cultural nationalism. We rather have to turn 
to the rich heterogeneity of our own respective heritage. It is therefore 
timely to acknowledge the diversity within the African continent, and to 
affirm the constant transmutations as a source of vitality, rather than a 
sign of dissidence from the correct, single, monolithic pathway.

trAditionAlism And culturAl relAtivism

Furthermore, traditionalism prescribes a form of cultural relativ-
ism that geographically situates particular norms and values. It hence 
turns against universalism. Such a cartography presumes that moral-
ity is only valid in the context where it originated, and that this 
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culture has a certain claim over norms. However, by deconstructing 
the “Europeanness” or “Africanness” of norms, Hountondji aims at 
de-territorializing values, by “demonstrating how accidental, contin-
gent and not intrinsically necessary” the link between a geographical 
space, its cultures and specific norms are (SfM, p. 137). In this sense, 
the validity of norms and values cannot be solely founded on “tradition.” 
Rather, they need to be critically discussed and justified on grounds that 
are independent of a static notion of cultural difference. Each culture 
should therefore strive to participate in a global discussion on the guid-
ing norms and principles that shape the interaction between peoples, on 
topics that transgress national boundaries. Transnational and transcul-
tural debates promise to produce “feelings of solidarity between people 
and groups of people who are fighting for the same opinions and the 
same cultural styles” (Hountondji 1973, p. 116). Such conversations 
therefore lay the foundation of transnational solidarities based on shared 
norms and ideas. Such a “reflexive solidarity” (Dean 1996), as we might 
call it, is both a counter-proposal to the hegemonic, monolingual uni-
versalism of Western origin as well as the “furious particularism” and 
cultural relativism of many postcolonial narratives (Hountondji 1973, 
p. 116). Hountondji advocates a global intellectual exchange among 
equals, which was not possible during the colonial era: “[a]ll the advan-
tages which might have resulted for our cultures from a free exchange 
with the cultures of Europe […] have been aborted, betrayed, because 
no real exchange has been possible at any time in a climate of violence. 
Colonialism has thus blocked the cultures of Africa, reduced their inter-
nal pluralism, attenuated the dissonances, weakened the tensions just 
when they were drawing their vitality” (ibid., p. 114).

To resume, Hountondji proposes to distinguish between different 
interpretations of cultural pluralism (1973, p. 101). He differentiates a 
problematic (false) and a positive, fruitful (true) version. (1) The first 
pluralism could be called pluralism of alterity. It simplifies cultures by 
creating the images of traditional systems, marked by the unanimity of 
their people and clear sets of values and rules. (2) We may call the sec-
ond pluralism internal pluralism: it stresses the internal dynamics of cul-
tures and considers contradictions and inner criticism as positive features 
that have the potential to trigger social change. Internal pluralism does 
not pretend that there are no differences that set one context apart from 
another one. However, the focus is on internal heterogeneity, instead of 
conceptualizing the self as opposed to the other.
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Finally, in Hountondji’s view, Africans do not face the choice between 
alienation and authenticity, but “between two ways of treating culture 
in general”: first, considering culture as a homogenous entity, that aims 
to “reduce, to simplify, to unify” or, second, conceiving of culture as 
“resolutely pluralistic, attentive to internal contradictions, to the intense 
dialectic that pierces each and every culture” (1995, p. 191). The task 
of African philosophy hence is to transform African culture by living 
it, by creatively using its archives of knowledge and traditional savoir-
faire to solve the most urgent problems and contradictions of the pres-
ent (ibid., pp. 193–194). It needs to turn against identitarian culture, 
which keeps intellectual engagement small and breathless: “[w]e need 
to open the doors and windows, and to breathe profoundly the air at 
large” (Hountondji 2017, p. 165, translated by the authors). Let us now 
turn to the implications of this notion of culture for identity politics in 
general.

the PitfAlls of identity Politics: two historicAl 
reAdings from the AfricAn context

Within each political context, there are always voices of dissidence, cri-
tique and minority positions. As we have seen in the previous section, 
mobilizing culture for national purposes runs the risk of flattening and 
suppressing these voices. Poststructuralist scholars reiterated this critical 
edge when pointing out that group solidarity based on unity always relies 
on a homogenous notion of identity (Butler 1990, p. 21). Such a form 
of group solidarity is necessarily founded on exclusions—by those who 
do not belong to a certain norm, be it based on gender, race, religion, 
or nationality. In addition, identity-based politics obstructs social change 
and tends to solidify existing power relations.

Hountondji provides different examples to illustrate this point. In 
several of his texts, he refers to a practice in Abomey, which geograph-
ically belongs to present-day Benin, of burying, together with a king, a 
selected number of his wives, to accompany him into the other world. In 
an essay entitled “Tradition: Hindrance or Inspiration?” (2000) and in 
a catalogue text on the occasion of an exhibition dedicated to the King 
Béhanzin (1844–1906) of Dahomey by the Museum Branley in Paris, 
Hountondji refers specifically to this practice of human sacrifice, and the 
need for a critical historical reassessment. He suggests a complex read-
ing of the historical figure of the king. On the one hand, King Béhanzin 
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must be considered a symbol of anti-colonial resistance, since he suc-
cessfully led a war against the French army to defend his people. On the 
other hand, he equally was an adept of human sacrifice for ritualistic pur-
poses until the end of his rule, and a merciless conqueror of neighbour-
ing peoples. Hountondji advises: “[y]et both sides of the character must 
be apprehended in a single sweep in order to hold aloft both adoration 
and disdain, gawking rapture and rejection” (2006, p. 58). This histor-
ical figure must not be reduced to a hero and naively celebrated. From 
the perspective of the twenty-first century, the practice of burying wid-
ows seems unjustifiable: “[…] no woman today, even from the culture of 
King Ghezo, the Fon culture in present-day Benin, would like to be bur-
ied alive with, or sacrificed in any other way for the sake of her husband, 
however prestigious he may be” (2000, p. 21). Hountondji cautions us 
that one temptation must be resisted above all: “one which entails, in 
order to redeem the legacy and preserve the admiration, to justify the 
unjustifiable with unbearable sophisms or at the cost of elementary eth-
ics” (2006, p. 58).

Even though the French colonialists used the image of a barbaric 
leader in order to justify colonization and put an end to the practice 
of human sacrifice, this should not prevent anyone today from review-
ing this practice from within a given context. Hountondji maintains that 
internal factors and “forces of progress” would probably have finished it 
in Dahomey anyhow, sooner or later (ibid., p. 60). The end of human 
sacrifice, therefore, is not a confirmation of the “civilizing mission” of 
colonialism but one of the collateral effects of colonialism that acceler-
ated this necessary change in a social practice. Therefore, the critique of 
colonialism does not preclude the possibility of reconsidering cruel prac-
tices within one’s proper cultural heritage. The fact that this critique was 
voiced by colonial agents does not grant them ownership over its con-
tent; it could equally well have been embraced by dissident voices from 
within an African space, without subscribing to colonial narratives.

As another example, Hountondji recalls his time as a professor in 
Zaire during the 1970s, where the government used the propaganda 
of national identity in order to strengthen the dictatorship of president 
Mobutu. We have recounted this period of his life in the fifth chapter 
of this book in more detail. A so-called philosophy of authenticity was 
here used as a means of political control, to stabilise the government: 
“[b]y appealing to Zairians to be themselves, and to reclaim a threat-
ened cultural identity, the ‘philosophy of authenticity,’ the state’s official 
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doctrine, managed to reduce this identity to the most superficial and 
abjectly folkloristic level” (ibid., p. 112). President Mobuto tried to 
embody the presumed collective identity and to immunise himself, 
thereby, against any form of criticism. However, of course, there was 
opposition to his dictatorial regime. Universities, where anti-authori-
tarian debates and intelligence could particularly prosper, were quickly 
put under control to counter protest and free speech. “Once fear was 
internalized and the appropriate ideological environment was created, 
the tyrant could sleep peacefully. Now in this particular instance, the ide-
ology was the doctrine of authenticity, whose relationship to ethnophi-
losophy seems crystal clear to me, which was one more reason, then, to 
pursue my efforts of deconstruction” (ibid., p. 113).

As both examples illustrate, retrograde practices and illegitimate forms 
of rule are often justified by reference to collective identity or cultural 
“authenticity.” The philosopher’s duty consists in uncovering wherever 
such simplified notions of culture are abused for suppressing minorities 
or stabilizing power relations. Hountondji’s deconstructive notion of 
culture is of paramount importance for this task.

contemPorAry trAjectories

How do Hountondji’s notions of “culture” and “internal pluralism” 
help to understand the present, and how can they provide norma-
tive guidance? As demonstrated, Hountondji’s prescriptive notion of 
“culture” maintains that culture stagnates if it holds on to a narrowly 
defined, homogenous form of identity that musealises culture, and that it 
prospers if it endures internal plurality and controversy. This is a norma-
tive proposition he sets up and elucidates through the examples he pro-
vides from his experiences in Africa. We might use Hountondji’s critique 
of cultural nationalism, and his differentiation between a pluralism of 
alterity and an internal pluralism, as lenses, in order to analyse the recent 
rise in populist movements and the New Right, both in Europe and 
the US, as well as religious fanaticism worldwide. New narrow visions 
of “cultural identity” are on the rise, and turn against the celebration of 
a diversity of cultures and multicultural spaces within the nation states. 
Analysed through the suggested lenses, these trends do not only mani-
fest cultural stagnation and flattening, but they also exemplify culturalist 
strategies to divert attention from political and economic problems on 
a local, national and global scale. Politics based on notions of cultural 
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identity distracts public attention from the political failure to achieve 
social justice and prosperity. In addition, such politics tends to repress 
minority positions, and builds solidarity based on exclusionary norms.

For example, we can analyse European populists’ strategic activation 
of the fear of strangers as a way of compensating for the felt depreciation 
of the middle classes and a sense of disorientation in a globalised econ-
omy (Bauman 2016). The pledge to unify a nation at a moment of crisis 
and resistance may seem to be a powerful rhetorical tool for who feels 
marginalised; however, in the long run, a closed, encapsulated notion 
of “culture” will impede any society from moving forward and tackling 
its own immanent contradictions. Contrariwise, a community flourishes, 
following Hountondji, if it endures internal difference, stimulates dis-
cussion and promotes the controversial, agonal character of politics (cf. 
Mouffe 2005)—hence, if it succeeds in keeping cultural and political plu-
ralism alive.
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Abstract  Hountondji calls for a transcultural debate on universal norms 
as opposed both to moral relativism and to Western monolingualism in 
the discussion on global values. This chapter reconstructs his early cri-
tique of African particularism in the context of his engagement with 
ethnophilosophy and connects this to his later pledge for the universal 
scope of a transculturally oriented philosophy. Following on from this, 
we bring Hountondji’s position into dialogue with other theoretical 
positions on particularism and universalism within contemporary African 
philosophy. An excursus to the idea of human rights serves an example 
to illustrate this debate. As a final step, this chapter discusses the implica-
tions of a critical universalism for normative theorising in general.

Keywords  African particularism · Critical universalism ·  
Transcultural philosophy · Translation · Human rights

Criticizing injustice and oppression entails having a normative stand-
ard of critique from which to justify one’s own stance. However, the 
same norms used to judge individual or institutional behaviour, from 
an emancipatory perspective, may also be abused as legitimising tools 
for paternalism and tutelage. For example, the call for democracy might 
function as a subversive and liberatory act within an autocratic state sys-
tem. However, in a situation of unequal power relations, the reference to 
democratic values might equally well be abused, to justify interference in 
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a foreign country’s sovereignty, or to discredit a ruler for strategic rea-
sons. The abuse of norms deemed universal and cross-culturally valid, 
in global politics, for geopolitical reasons, has led to a deep scepticism 
towards these normative standards, particularly within formerly colonised 
countries in the Global South. Yet does that mean that the norms them-
selves become “wrong” once they have been instrumentalised? Should 
critique be rather “contextual”—or does it nonetheless need to rely on 
the norms that claim universal(isable) validity?

Hountondji has returned to these questions in his most recent publi-
cations, and revisited his critique of African particularism. As a first step, 
this chapter will present Hountondji’s critique of African particularism, 
and his pledge for the universal scope of a transculturally oriented phi-
losophy. Following on from this, we will bring Hountondji’s stance into 
dialogue with positions defended by some of his most well-known col-
leagues in African philosophy, as well as with postcolonial theorists from 
other parts of the world. As a particular case in point, we will then discuss 
the idea of human rights as a controversial example of universal, transcul-
tural norms. As a final step, this chapter elaborates on the implications of 
universalism and transculturality for the praxis of philosophy in general.

universAlism As A condition for PhilosoPhicAl diAlogue

Hountondji makes a pledge to philosophise on universal topics as early 
as 1973, in an article entitled “Pluralism, true and false”, wherein he 
argues that African philosophy needs to engage in a “debate on a uni-
versal, worldwide scale” (Hountondji 1973, p. 115) and leave behind its 
“furious particularism” (ibid., p. 117). African particularism, according to 
Hountondji, is a reaction to the false universalism of the colonizers, who 
claimed that their system of values constituted an achievement in terms of 
a world civilization. Contrariwise, he maintains that “world civilization” 
needs to be understood as a communicative process between different cul-
tures concerning the universal. Refraining from such a dialogue may lead 
to a form of “theoretical imprisonment” of the postcolonial subject (ibid.).

First of all, it seems a necessary undertaking for Hountondji to 
expose the false universalist aspirations of the former colonial powers, 
by means of carving out their limitations, exclusions, and provincial-
isms. Considering the oeuvre of David Hume, Immanuel Kant or Martin 
Heidegger, many racist statements are to be found in the writings of 
European philosophy. Exposing these problematic elements of Western 
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eighteenth- to twentieth-century philosophy has been an important field 
of study in postcolonial studies since the 1980s (cf. Eze 1997; Hentges 
1999; McCarthy 2009; Serequeberhan 1996). However, Hountondji 
claims that exposing the racisms and contradictory universal aspirations 
in these texts does not go far enough. Rather, the African philosopher on 
the continent and in the diasporas needs to go further. She needs to find 
ways responsibly to read, teach and use this intellectual heritage. In order 
to be critical and coherent, she needs to base her own claims on univer-
sal norms. So far, Western scholars have dominated the debate on moral 
universalism. Therefore, the challenge for the postcolonial philosopher 
lies in the task of making this debate more transcultural, and enriching it 
with philosophical debates from marginalised and decentralised spaces of 
knowledge production.

Hountondji therefore pledges to engage in a debate about univer-
sals, starting from a particular space and a particular point of time. For 
example, rather than restricting ourselves to teaching particular customs 
and languages (in the sense of engaging in area studies), we should start 
to philosophise in local languages about universal topics: “… instead of 
treating our languages as scientific objects, we should rather practice and 
use them as vehicles of science and knowledge, vehicles which should be 
enriched and transformed so as to be elevated to the level of complexity 
of scientific knowledge” (Hountondji 1973, p. 117).

In his more recent inaugural lecture “L’universalité: un défi trans-
cultural” [Universality: a transcultural challenge] at the liberal arts fac-
ulty of the Université d’Abomey-Calavi in Benin in 2005, Hountondji 
returns to the project of a transcultural philosophy, based on what we 
propose to call “critical universalism.”1 For this purpose, he recon-
structs the philosophical controversy between Richard Rorty (1979) and 
Jürgen Habermas (1987). Richard Rorty visited Porto-Novo (Benin) 
in September 2002 to give a keynote lecture on universalism, romanti-
cism and pragmatism for a conference entitled “La rencontre des ration-
alités” [The encounter of rationalities]. In his lecture, Rorty deals with 
the challenge of relativism for philosophy as a discipline. He reconstructs 
the debate between Plato and Protagoras, wherein Plato argues against 
the relativism of the sophists—an ancient Greek philosophical school that 
stressed the skills of rhetoric—and sides with the position of Protagoras. 

1 A reworked version of this talk was published in 2017 in Méthod(es): African Review of 
Social Sciences Methodology (cf. Hountondji 2017).
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Thereby, Rorty refutes the possibility of a transcendental authority and 
the possibility of providing general normative guidelines for human 
interaction. In his view, philosophy since Platonism, during Greek antiq-
uity, has kept searching for a truth that it will never be able to attain. 
Opposed to this tradition, Rorty embraces a relativist position that is 
cognizant of its own limitations (cf. Hountondji 2017, pp. 158–159).

According to Hountondji’s reconstruction of this debate, Rorty demar-
cates his relativist position from that of Jürgen Habermas. The latter advances 
the notion of a communicative reason that enables discursive interaction 
between individuals. The aim of discourse theory in a Habermasian vein is to 
prove the validity of statements in a procedural manner based on  reasonable 
arguments. Rorty situates Habermas in the tradition of Platonism, which 
remains, for him, a “prisoner” of universalism (ibid., p. 160). Contrariwise, 
Rorty defends the notion of reason as socially constructed.

In this controversy, Hountondji sides with Habermas against Rorty. 
He maintains that Rorty is performing a self-contradiction in his critique 
of Habermas. Each member of a communicative interaction agrees to 
participate in the game of giving and asking for reasons. Each of them 
claims the truth of his argument—even Rorty. This is the precondition 
for any communicative process to function, and nobody can opt out of 
this language game (Hountondji 2017, pp. 160–161).

Moreover, for Hountondji, the search for universality is by no means 
particularly Western. In all cultures, there are claims regarding the truth 
or falsity of a statement. People pursue the truth and try to overcome 
lies and errors. Hountondji maintains: “[t]he claim of universality is 
itself universal. Universality is anywhere regarded as a value, a norm that 
should guide our discursive practices. The fact that this norm remains a 
never attainable ideal, by no means invalidates it. Rather, this failure is 
precisely a task: to recommence without interruption a striving to attain 
this ideal, albeit knowing, at each step, the limits of the knowledge that 
one considers to be universal, and why and how and in which direction it 
needs to be corrected” (ibid., p. 161, translated by the authors).

The essential challenge in moral philosophy for Hountondji lies in 
the constructions of decentralised arenas of debate that are dedicated to 
searching and constructing universalisable norms on a discursive level. 
He proposes a model of universalism based on the idea of its incomplete-
ness, which will not set up a conclusive list of a system of norms and val-
ues, but which consists in a continual debate among different societies. 
He thereby stresses the internal plurality of each society, each following 
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the aspirational goal of universal validity—a horizon—which will serve 
as a regulative ideal in a Kantian sense, without coming to a conclusive 
result (1973, p. 115).

universAlism in AfricAn PhilosoPhy  
And from A PostcoloniAl Angle

Other proponents of so-called “professional” African philosophy as 
well as Sage philosophy (cf. Introduction) defend similar positions. We 
will present some of the most well-known and discussed accounts from 
within the debate of African philosophy, and carve out how they relate 
to Hountondji’s position. We start by presenting Kwasi Wiredu’s theory 
of “cultural universals,” which is very much rooted in the philosophy of 
language, then turn to Henry Odera Oruka’s amendment to Wiredu’s 
theory, and finally discuss Kwame Gyekye’s communitarian approach, 
that pledges a middle ground between particularism and universalism.

Kwasi Wiredu starts developing his ideas on cultural universals in his 
monograph African Philosophy and Culture (1980) and refines them 
in Cultural Universals and Particulars (1996). In the latter, he argues 
that there are “cultural universals,” and that the possession of lan-
guage is a cultural universal par excellence. Without such universalism, 
we would not have the possibility of intra- and cross-cultural commu-
nication (Wiredu 1996, p. 21). If there were no universal foundations 
of discursive interaction, then no translation between languages, and 
no understanding between persons belonging to different cultures, 
would be possible. The foundation of this possibility lies in our shared 
essence of being human. Every human being possesses certain skills, such 
as reflective perception (the ability to re-identify referents), abstraction 
(the capacity to classify entities) and inference (the ability to draw conse-
quences) (ibid., p. 25). These essentially human skills uncover conceptual 
universals that enable the cross-cultural evaluation of truth-claims, such 
as the principle of non-contradiction or the principle of induction, which 
is the ability to learn from experience. Based on these universal standards 
of communication, we can identify what is contingent within a certain 
context (such as culture-relative customs, including aesthetic fashions, 
local norms and particular tastes—so-called cultural particulars) and 
what transcends cultural boundaries (what he calls cultural universals). 
Cultural universals include logic, science, humaneness and our ability to 
communicate. As an example, Wiredu mentions a principle of morality 
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that is universal to all human beings, which is the imperative to show 
due concern for the interests of others. Wiredu calls this principle the 
imperative of sympathetic impartiality (ibid., p. 29). This ethical principle 
can be found in any culture, such as in Akan moral philosophy, Kantian 
philosophy or Christian ethics (cf. Kodjo-Grandvaux 2013, p. 125). 
Respecting the interests of others is necessary for the survival of any 
human society. Hence morality has a universal ground that is transcultur-
ally intelligible. Although intercultural communication is always embed-
ded in local contexts, and might be distorted by power asymmetries and 
forms of mental colonization (Wiredu 1996, p. 136), we can find meth-
ods to distinguish between what is idiosyncratic and accidental, and what 
proves to be valid beyond cultural particularity.

As a method for testing philosophical propositions from within a post-
colonial space, Wiredu suggests translation into local idioms. By trans-
lating philosophical statements into African languages, African thinkers 
could examine and verify philosophical statements developed in colo-
nial languages, or stemming from European philosophical tradition. 
Thinking about a phenomenon in a particular language generally means 
to think in that language—and with the conceptual frameworks attached 
to that language. Hence, the test of translation reveals what might 
make sense only from within the conceptual scheme of a particular peo-
ple. However, universal ideas must be intelligible in any language, and 
it needs to be possible to reconstruct them on “independent grounds” 
(ibid., p. 138).

Hountondji makes positive reference to Wiredu’s model of transla-
tion as critical appropriation and conceptual decolonization. Hountondji 
comments on this method: “Translation is therefore a decisive text. It 
reveals what, strictly speaking, cannot be universal, being unthinkable in 
the target language. The untranslatable is the false universal, the relative 
that masks itself as universal under cover of the particularities of a lan-
guage” (SfM, p. 201).

Henry Odera Oruka amends Wiredu’s list of cultural universals, to the 
effect that one more needs to be included that is central for human epis-
temology: intuition, as a particular human way of knowing and reacting 
to the world (1990, p. 26). It is a mental skill particularly to be found 
among philosophical sages who possess wisdom. This faculty (and there-
with the wisdom of philosophical sages) has been excluded in the history 
of Western philosophy so far (ibid., pp. 31–32). To expand the table of 
intercultural discussion on universalism and to set fair conditions for a 
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global dialogue, philosophy hence needs to include other traditions of 
philosophical reasoning by accepting intuition as a cultural universal.

Another African philosopher who engaged in this debate on univer-
salism is Kwame Gyekye, who reflects on the tension between universal-
ism and particularism in his seminal monograph Tradition and Modernity 
(1997). Although some label him as a particularist (Ikuenobe 1997,  
p. 189), his stance on universalism is rather complex. He concedes to the 
defenders of particularism that the cultural and historical experiences of 
each human being shape his or her philosophical perspective. It is hence 
a different condition, whether the reflecting subject belongs to the group 
of the former colonizers or to a historically subjugated people. However, 
in the course of time, cultures borrow elements from each other, and 
one’s own horizon of experience is never completely detached from all 
others’. Philosophers, in particular, try to develop philosophical concepts 
that have significance beyond their particular context (Gyekye 1997,  
p. 32). In addition, although experiences and cultures might be quite 
different from one another, all human beings share certain fundamental 
goals that unite them, and pave the way for universalism. As examples, 
Gyekye mentions that all people cherish friendship, happiness and respect 
for life, and that they all tend to avoid pain. This constitutes what he 
labels essential universalism: “… certain basic value and attributes [are] 
so intrinsic to the nature and life of the human being that they can be 
considered common to all humans” (ibid.). Like Wiredu, Gyekye situ-
ates the ground for universalism in our shared belonging to humanity. 
In addition, Gyekye advances another critical notion, which is contingent 
universalism. Contingent universalism comprises all those philosophical 
ideas or values that are embraced by all cultures of the world for contin-
gent reasons, such as, currently, the model of the free market economy, 
that seems to have found more or less universal application.

The task of African philosophy, according to Gyekye, lies in making a 
contribution to both particularity and universality. It should first deal with 
the peculiar experiences of the African people and their specific problems 
and challenges, and, second, aspire to universalism, in the sense of pur-
suing ultimate goals that are relevant on a global scale (ibid., pp. 33–34). 
Hountondji seems to share this idea of a double aim of African philosophy. 
He requests the postcolonial intellectual to engage both with the concrete 
challenges of his time, and the debate on shared universals.

As we can see, in opposition to the claims of early ethnophiloso-
phy, several of the most prominent figures in African philosophy agree 
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with Hountondji that philosophy needs to have a universalist compo-
nent. Nevertheless, more recent debates on the continuing urgent task 
of decolonizing Eurocentric, “white” philosophy and a critical engage-
ment with analytic philosophy in the Anglo-American tradition—par-
ticularly held among scholars in South Africa—also manifest a resurgence 
of both particularism and ethnophilosophy (cf. Dladla 2017; Kasandra 
2018; Mangena 2014). In the spirit of Hountondji’s philosophy, we 
might be warned that this trend runs the risk of theoretical imprison-
ment and cultural relativism if it does not remain reflexive and open, and 
acknowledges the dialectics between particular circumstances and univer-
sal human aspirations.

By way of conclusion, in order to bring Hountondji’s idea into con-
versation with postcolonial scholarship, we might compare his idea of 
universalism with the notion of a negative universalism espoused by the 
Portuguese philosopher and sociologist Boaventura de Sousa Santos, 
who calls for the intellectual project of unearthing the epistemologies of 
the South (Chapter 6). Santos defines the task of constructing a univer-
salism as follows: “The time we live in, whose recent past was dominated 
by the idea of a general theory, is perhaps a time of transition that may 
be defined in the following way: we have no need for a general theory 
but still need a general theory of the impossibility of a general theory. We 
need, at any rate, a negative universalism” (de Sousa Santos 2005, p. 4). 
Negative universalism hence is cognisant of its own incompleteness. It 
seeks to expand the discourse to subaltern knowledges, and to uncover 
what has been silenced during the periods of colonialism and apartheid. 
Negative universalism nonetheless remains a universalism, which seeks 
confrontation and exchange with other philosophies so as to overcome 
its hegemonic monolingualism.

Both, Santos’s and Hountondji’s versions of universalism share sim-
ilar assumptions, and need to be set in opposition to the cultural rela-
tivism and particularism that restrict the validity of its proposition to a 
defined context. Rather, philosophical inquiry from this angle needs to 
strive for the universalisability of its normative, prescriptive statements, 
and to inquire into its transcultural validity. We propose to call this kind 
of reflexive, humble, incomplete form of universalism a “critical univer-
salism,” whose proponents are always open to learn from others, and 
consider philosophy as a shared project of humanity. Hountondji, in this 
sense, can be said to pursue a critical universalism that is cognisant of its 
own limitations, and is still emancipatory in what it aims for. To illustrate 
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this point, we now turn to “human rights” as a classical example of a 
contested issue between universalists and particularists. Hountondji 
intervenes in this debate with an article published in 1986, entitled “The 
Master’s voice: Remarks on the Problem of Human Rights in Africa.”

humAn rights As trAnsculturAl Achievements

Hountondji departs from the observation that the critique of human 
rights abuse has been rejected by many African politicians as an impe-
rial intervention by the West and as a hypocritical application of falsely 
understood “universal” norms (1986). Such rulers defend themselves 
against pledges of human rights abuse by recourse to several pragmatic 
arguments, such as the need to secure economic development first before 
granting extensive rights to citizens. Contrariwise, Hountondji contests 
the assumption that human rights are of Western origin. He unfolds his 
argument against these strategic uses of cultural arguments in a twofold 
manner. First, he deconstructs the assumption that human rights are an 
invention of Europe (ibid., pp. 319–325). Second, he discusses several 
recurrent “ideological arguments” that are used by African governments 
to protect themselves from well-founded critiques (ibid., pp. 325–330). 
We will concentrate on the first part of Hountondji’s argument, for it is 
relevant for a global readership, and less confined to a particular political 
discourse on the African continent in the 1980s.

Locating human rights in the “West” grants European culture a dis-
tinctive property that it cannot claim ownership of. Although certain 
individuals in Europe started a discourse on what was later conceived of 
and codified as human rights, Hountondji sustains that the values, on 
which human rights are founded, are not particularly European. They 
are not, and have not been, a mass-cultural fact in Europe—a continent 
marked until the twentieth century by aggressive wars, racism, and class 
struggle. Citizens everywhere in the world fought against tyranny and 
exploitation, and for their rights and their dignity. In Europe, as else-
where, suppressed people struggled against their lot long before the 
declaration of human rights. European intellectuals “produced, not the 
thing, but discourse about the thing, not the idea of natural law or of 
human dignity but the work of expression concerning this idea, the pro-
ject of its formulation, explanation, analysis of its presuppositions and its 
consequences, in short, the draft of a philosophy of human rights” (ibid., 
p. 323). Territorializing human rights in Europe or the “West” displays a 
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misrecognition of these achievements, struggles and reflections that took 
place in the history of humanity long before and after the philosophical 
justifications and juridical codifications of human rights. The values on 
which human rights are founded have their roots in any society: “[f]or 
the only foundations here are human beings: human beings who for mil-
lennia have suffered at the hands of human beings, in all countries, and 
throughout all cultures” (ibid., p. 325). Declaring the origin of human 
rights to be “European” therefore obscures their transcultural origin.

Nonetheless, Hountondji cautions his readers that referring to human 
rights can also function as a means, like any other discursive tool, for the 
rhetorical justification of particular interests. The political discourse on 
human rights always remains ambivalent, and is always marked by the 
author’s position: “[t]here is thus the voice of the master: arrogant or 
subtle, uneasy or sure of himself, cynical or more ‘human’; and there is 
that of the slave: resigned or rebellious, consenting or insurgent, mysti-
fied or lucid” (ibid., p. 332). Hountondji therefore advises us to focus 
on the rhetorical functioning of claiming human rights within the dis-
cursive space of power, and to detect where a discourse on human 
rights serves as a liberating tool and where it functions as a “[m]aster’s” 
weapon (ibid.).

hountondji’s Pledge for A trAnsculturAl  
PhilosoPhy: A double reform

In his discussion of universalism, Hountondji pledges the “transcultural” 
re-articulation of global philosophical debates (2017). For this reason, 
we would like to draw some conclusions from this discussion for the 
practice of philosophising in general. We start by recalling Hountondji’s 
quest for a transcultural philosophy and what this implies.

Following from the previous sections, the primary task of philosophy 
lies in the creation of heterogeneous circles of reflection, which—on a 
local level—make contributions to a larger inter-, or better: transcultural 
debate2 over the shared principles of human interaction. The need for 
and search for universalism is neither a genuinely Western project, nor 
is it, nor can it be, the monopoly of any culture. It rather must be based 

2 Whereas intercultural philosophy stresses the dialogue between philosophies from different 
cultures, transcultural philosophy stresses the hybridity and interpenetration of contemporary 
cultures and their philosophies. Hountondji calls for a transcultural orientation in philosophy.
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on the free circulation of ideas. The project of contemporary philoso-
phy in general, and of African philosophy in particular, is hence a double 
movement of reform: “[i]n this new context, we should aim at effective 
appropriation, in an apprehensive and responsible manner, of what is best 
in foreign cultures with whom we have been put in contact, and at the 
same time, to methodologically re-appropriate […] what is the best in 
our own cultures, in our ancestral traditions” (Hountondji 2017, p. 164, 
translated by the authors). This double movement of re-appropriation 
goes along with a change in social practices and norms that have been 
justified in the name of moral relativism but prove to be unjustifiable. 
The consequence of this position is the need to combat all manifestations 
of injustice, arrogance, and barbarism within one’s own political context, 
as well as on a global scale. This intellectual movement could be com-
pared to the postcolonial trope, developed by Abdelkébir Khatibi, of a 
“double critique” that both targets neocolonial forms of domination and 
repressive elements within one’s own postcolonial cultural contexts, such 
as excessive traditionalism and religious fanaticism (1983).

The overall goal of a critical philosophy consists, then, in the search 
for justice and truth in a self-critical manner. This is a liberating strategy, 
according to Hountondji, which will particularly set free the vitality of 
those peoples whose internal pluralism was heavily reduced by racist and 
imperial projections of unanimity.

Lastly, the reader might ask: what can philosophy, political theory 
and postcolonialism methodologically and programmatically learn from 
the oeuvre of Paulin Hountondji, his critique of ethnophilosophy and 
his pledge for a new, aspirational, incomplete and critical universalism? 
We propose to draw five conclusions based on Hountondji’s philosoph-
ical work to this questions. First, we need to base the practice of trans-
cultural philosophy on a critical notion of “culture”, that is aware of its 
dynamic character, of its internal differences, and of its relation to power 
structures. Second, philosophy should focus more on transnational eco-
nomic and political structures of domination—the internal, external and 
global structures that exploit, dehumanise and exclude, and that cover 
ambitions for power with simplified, dichotomist, and distorted images 
of culture. Third, philosophising needs to be aware of its own hermeneu-
tical background conditions, that shape the author’s conceptual frame 
and her historical point of departure. Fourth, philosophers and theorists 
(particularly in the West) need to engage in a truly global debate, and 
turn to voices that have been formerly silenced or are currently being 
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marginalised within academic discourses. This includes considering the 
background conditions under which knowledge is developed, validated, 
and disseminated. Last but not least, sixth, it is our task to stress the 
practical relevance of philosophy, its potential to criticise but also to cre-
ate models for problem-solving with respect to contemporary crisis and 
conflict. In the words of Hountondji, we need to “get out of philoso-
phy,” to operate at its margins—in order to confront the “real problems” 
of our time (Hountondji 1995, p. 193).
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Abstract  In this chapter the authors resume the major themes of this 
book, including the discussion of ethnophilosophy, endogenous research 
as well as Hountondji’s political activism. The conclusion of this book 
is preliminary in the sense that any philosophical inquiry, in the spirit of 
Hountondji, is a never-ending process that cannot lead to ultimate con-
clusions. Second, philosophy should always remain open to new voices 
and literatures, such as additional scholarship on Hountondji that the 
authors were not, due to technical reasons, able to cover. To end with, 
readers are invited to continue discussing Hountondji’s contribution to 
contemporary debates on the nature of African philosophy, on global 
academic injustices, on exclusionary definitions of culture and identity as 
well as on the scope and methods of transcultural philosophising.

Keywords  African philosophy · Ethnophilosophy · Endogenous 
knowledge · Transcultural philosophy

There are three reasons for calling this part of the book a preliminary 
conclusion. The first is a performative reason, motivated by the con-
ceptual basis of Hountondji’s work itself: science in general and phi-
losophy in particular are driven by a never-ending discourse. Every 
conclusion can only be precursory, and the invitation to a further rea-
soning. In the case of this volume, it could be an invitation to further 
reasoning about the oeuvre of Hountondji, for even thicker descriptions,  
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different interpretations, and additional scholarship. Another reason 
is our awareness that we have only had access to a limited amount of 
scholarship on Hountondji. We have heard about at least one doctoral 
thesis on the political philosophy of Hountondji in the Ivory Coast, and 
a master’s thesis about ethnophilosophy in South Africa. We have had 
no access to them. To integrate these texts in future discussions, equally, 
motivates us to mark this conclusion as incomplete. Moreover, we have 
tried to indicate several points of departure from which to engage glob-
ally with the concepts and arguments proposed by Hountondji. Being 
aware that Hountondji’s theoretical developments are deeply entan-
gled with their historical, social, and academic contexts, we nevertheless 
believe that they are inspiring starting-points for further inquiries within 
the multi-faceted fields of philosophy, and beyond disciplinary, academic, 
and geographic boundaries.

Given the broad range of topics that appear in Hountondji’s oeuvre 
between 1965 and 2017, we first followed the immanent developments 
in his work. At the same time, we needed to point to the context of 
debates in which Hountondji was involved. The first part of this book, 
thus, introduced the reader to the debate about ethnophilosophy, a term 
coined by Hountondji and Marcien Towa to designate a problematic way 
of describing and practicing philosophical thought in African societies 
in a particularizing manner. Hountondji put forward the claim that the 
practice of philosophy would, universally, have to designate the conscious 
work of an individual, who would make her work accessible through 
writing and defend it responsively. It was particularly this claim that pro-
voked much criticism and debate among his colleagues, beside a range of 
ad-hominem charges.

Subsequently, we turned to the more recent integration of endog-
enous knowledge as a practice of critically engaging with local knowl-
edges, and hence to explore their liberating and emancipatory potential. 
This turn to endogenous knowledge can be read as a re-evaluation of 
ethnophilosophy. But it can equally be understood as a logical conse-
quence of Hountondji’s severe critique of scientific dependency, that is 
based on an extraverted outlook of African scholars towards the Western 
world, because of continuous unfavourable conditions in their home 
countries.

In the second part, we portrayed Hountondji as a public intellec-
tual, whose work transcends the boundaries of universities and academic 
debates. His political activism in Paris between 1960 and 1970, and in 
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Benin since 1972, was deeply entangled with his philosophical writings 
in two senses. First, in his philosophical work, and especially in his cri-
tique of ethnophilosophy, Hountondji laid the ground for uncovering 
the discriminations and claims of essentialising differences within the 
intellectual work of his contemporaries in Africa and Europe. Like the 
work of Aimé Césaire, Cheikh Anta Diop and Frantz Fanon, often-cited 
reference points in Hountondji’s work, his critique of ethnophilosophy 
was part of the broader intellectual liberation and decolonization move-
ment in the 1960s. The integration of Marxism and anti-imperialism 
into his conceptual outlook, following the intense reading of and criti-
cal engagement with Kwame Nkrumah, became political-theoretical pil-
lars of his critique. Secondly, these intellectual activities, and his personal 
experiences in Zaire, underlined his rigorous analysis of the ideological 
foundations of Mathieu Kérékou’s coup d’état in 1972, including nation-
alism and a philosophy of authenticity.

Commuting between the academic and public audience, Hountondji 
further extended his approach to the analysis of the conditions of prac-
ticing science in his home country, Benin, and other African countries. 
His involvement in the educational politics of Benin since 1972, as well 
as in the international platform of UNESCO, enabled him to strengthen 
the intellectual critique of inequalities in science and education. How to 
teach and research in philosophy at African universities, and how to use 
African languages in teaching and research, were two of the salient issues, 
which still require solutions today.

We moved beyond an immanent reading of Hountondji’s work, by 
searching for connections and intersections with broader contemporary 
academic and public debate. First, it seemed to be a good idea to con-
nect his work, particularly his position of an open, self-reflexive notion 
of endogenous knowledge, to current trends in the study of the sciences. 
Considering Hountondji’s conceptual critique and theoretical guide-
lines for a rigorous and validating integration of local knowledge into 
an African, and, eventually, a global scientific system, we found promis-
ing connections to the discussion of cognitive justice in the form of the 
radical plurality of knowledges, rather than de-linking from the global 
discourse. A short excursus on the recent protest movements at South 
African universities served to illustrate Hountondji’s critique and to fur-
ther elaborate on remaining open questions.

Secondly, we followed up on Hountondji’s critique of culturalism. 
Hountondji’s proposition of a conceptually open, fluid and constantly 
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hybrid understanding of culture does justice to the constant exchanges 
and interpenetrations in our globalised world, and avoids the pitfalls of 
a static picture of cultures. This proposition was already a crucial con-
dition for rejecting Eurocentric concepts of immobile African societies 
and cultures, and their African counterparts, during the early stages of 
nationalism after liberation. It is an ever more salient and necessary con-
ceptual tool for analysing and criticising today’s renewed identitarian and 
culturalist movements across the world.

Third, and finally, we identified the traits in Hountondji’s work to 
which we suggest giving the name of a critical universalism. This critical 
universalism would start with the awareness of its own incompleteness, 
an awareness that is strongly connected to Hountondji’s proposition of 
an anti-essentialist and open-ended notion of culture, and a discursive 
understanding of philosophy and science. While often being identified as 
a universalist in the early foundational debates between universalism and 
particularism, which led to an African philosophy, Hountondji himself 
qualifies his universalistic outlook. We found similar approaches in Kwasi 
Wiredu’s cultural universals, in Odera Oruka’s integration of individual 
philosophical sages, and in Kwame Gyekye’s argument for a double aim 
of African philosophy (in adding the particular understanding of one’s 
environment to universally shared problems and challenges). Taking this 
double movement into account, we considered human rights as a field in 
which critical universalism, and, moreover, a transcultural approach, are 
clearly necessary in order to find a common ground for all of humanity.

We invite readers to continue the discussion of Hountondji’s rich 
thought, of the modalities of transcultural theorizing, and of the scien-
tific and structural conditions for conducting a truly global dialogue in 
the spirit of a critical universalism.
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Abstract  This chapter contains an interview by Franziska Dübgen 
and Stefan Skupien with Paulin Hountondji, held in 2018. Therein, 
Hountondji reconsiders his early critical stance towards ethnophi-
losophy, arguing for a sociology of collective representations as 
a means to adequately study collective thought. He recounts the 
period of democratisation in Benin during the 1980s and his involve-
ment in this process as a university professor. Recognising the need 
for a decolonisation of the educational system in the postcolonies, 
Hountondji demands ending extroversion by producing scholar-
ship for an African readership, through the critical reappropriation of 
African and non-African knowledge and the use of African languages 
for scholarly activity.

Keywords  Ethnophilosophy · Democratisation · Extroversion · 
Decolonisation · African languages
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sePtember 2018
Your critique of ethnophilosophy has triggered a lot of debate among your 
colleagues. In retrospect, how would you describe your later integration of 
endogenous knowledge into your philosophical work? Is it best understood as 
a rehabilitation of ethnophilosophy—and then partly as a response to your 
critics—or rather as a logical consequence of your arguments articulated in 
“African philosophy. Myth and Reality”?

A rehabilitation of ethno-philosophy? Not really. Rather another 
aspect of the same struggle against marginalization: a critique of eth-
no-science as a necessary complement to the critique of ethno-philoso-
phy. In the original French version of Endogenous Knowledge: Research 
Trails (Les savoirs endogènes: pistes pour une recherche), the title of my 
introduction was a single word: Démarginaliser. It could have been 
translated as: De-marginalizing. I was suggesting that African tradi-
tions of knowledge should not be set aside and preserved in the mar-
gins of actual science but integrated into the on-going research as part 
and parcel of the heritage. My translator happened to be the well-
known Ghanaian writer Ayi Kwei Armah. He translated the French title 
as “Re-centring Africa”. After some hesitation I found this translation 
excellent inasmuch as it referred to a debate familiar to the Anglophone 
world, the debate on Afrocentrism. However, the title “Re-centering 
Africa” should be understood in a restrictive sense as “Re-centering 
African knowledge traditions”.

On the other hand, you are not wrong. There has actually been in 
my work a kind of rehabilitation of ethnophilosophy. This happened 
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however much earlier, 12 years before the publication of Endogenous 
Knowledge (French version: 1994) as a consequence of my better 
acquaintance with the work of Johann Gottfried Herder, Alexander 
von Humboldt and the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis1 in an article published 
in 1982 on “Philosophy and African languages”. My critique of ethno-
philosophy was based on the idea that philosophy is first and foremost 
an individual exercise and by no means a collective system of thought. 
It was based in other words on the philosophy of Cogito with particu-
lar insistence on the responsibility of the thinker who should be able to 
prove whatever he or she asserts. The reflection on human languages led 
instead to recognise that any individual thought, however personal and 
original, is based on a collective, pre-personal, anonymous way of view-
ing and classifying things around us. I paid attention in the same period 
to the way the French anthropologist Marc Augé describes “the ideo-
logic” of the communities he studied, i.e. “the logic of their collective 
representations”. I had to admit in these conditions that it is not only 
legitimate but absolutely necessary to study collective thought. This kind 
of study could be called ethnophilosophy in a very broad sense of the 
word “philosophy”. The title of Kwame Nkrumah’s Ph.D. dissertation, 
a thesis he wrote but did not defend at the University of Pennsylvania in 
the early 1940s, should be understood in that sense: Mind and Thought 
in Primitive Society: A Study in “Ethno-Philosophy” with Special Reference 
to the Akan Peoples of the Gold Coast, West Africa. I maintained however 
that this broad sense of the word “philosophy” was inadequate. The new 
discipline would better be called sociology of collective representations. 
We cannot claim these collective beliefs, ideas and ways of thinking to 
be our philosophy. They should be considered instead as an intellectual 
datum against which we can really start philosophising, the epistemolog-
ical obstacle which we have to overcome while trying to develop a free, 
critical, and responsible thought.

After a research stay in Germany, lasting from 1980 to 1982, you 
returned to Benin. In your autobiographical account “The Struggle for 
Meaning” you mention very little about the period between 1983 and 1989. 
What intellectual debates did you encounter at this particular time? And 

1 The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis sustains that individual thought processes are shaped by the 
semantic structures, in which they evolve, such as the grammar or the vocabulary available 
in a specific language [F.D./S.Sk.].
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how did you participate in the rising political protests for democratization 
in Benin that emerged at the university campus around 1985?

It took me some time (almost two years or so) to accept my father’s 
death and start writing and publishing again. This event happened on 
August 20, 1983, when I was in Montreal with my wife for the 17th 
World Congress of Philosophy.2 For me, as I mentioned then, the time 
for re-readings had come. I was expected to give one of the plenary lec-
tures of the closing session. I sat in a room of the Congress Hall where 
the meeting was going to take place to finalise my text under the title: 
“The pitfalls of being different”. This, as I mentioned in my book 
(2002), was surely the most conciliatory text which I ever wrote, trying 
to understand thoroughly, if not to rehabilitate, the hidden motives of 
ethnophilosophy. The late Professor Alassane Ndaw, dean of the Faculty 
of Arts of the University of Dakar and my many years elder, one of those 
I had strongly criticised as ethnophilosophers, accepted to read this text 
on my behalf. And he did it very well after Grace and I took the very 
next flight to Paris and Cotonou.

You seem very well informed of the local politics in Benin since you 
mention the crisis at the university campus around 1985. The leaders of 
the movement were, as you probably know, members of an underground 
organization: The Communist Party of Dahomey (PCD). I was not one 
of them, but I did not accept the blind repression against these activists 
who were indiscriminately arrested, put in jail and sometimes tortured 
just for offenses of opinion and expression. I expressed this view publicly 
during meetings of the university staff or the general assemblies of the 
National Union of Higher Education, which was at that time the only 
trade-union we had at the university, and I knew the political authori-
ties would be aware in the following hours of the declarations of every 
participant.

In this context, four faculty members were arrested during the night 
of 18–19 June, 1985. They were strongly suspected to be members of 
the PCD. I publicly declared that even if they were, it was not sufficient 
reason to arrest them. I paid visits to one of them in the police stations 
where he was successively detained. Dr. Pierre Goudjinou Mètinhoué, 

2 Hountondji gives a detailed account of this event in Chapter VI, § 1 of The Struggle for 
Meaning.
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then Head of the department of history, happened to be a leader of the 
Movement of Catholic Intellectuals and I knew that in his case at least 
there was a misjudgement. I launched a petition to get them immedi-
ately released. This experience was also beneficial to me: I saw how fear-
ful and sometimes coward people were since most of them including 
some who were known as personal friends to one detainee or another 
confessed straightforward that they agreed on the substance of the peti-
tion but would not take the risk of signing. Anyway, the four academics, 
Drs. Pierre Mètinhoué, Félix Iroko, Sébastien Sotindjo from the his-
tory department and Christophe Okou from the department of geogra-
phy, were released on August 15, 1985. This had obviously nothing to 
do with our petition, but was the outcome of the investigations by the 
police itself.

Sometime later, I do not remember exactly when, two students of 
mine came and warned me: there is a list of 14 faculty members circu-
lating in police stations and your name is one of them; if you have pam-
phlets or other subversive writings in your house, please hide them. I 
thanked them but I was never able to verify the information. What I did 
however is this: during the very next assembly of the Union, I publicly 
declared by way of provocation: I have plenty of pamphlets in my house. 
If there is a police search I will tell them: please do not mix up my books. 
If you are looking for Marx’s books or the complete works of Lenin or 
the little red book by Mao, they are here. If you are looking for pam-
phlets, this is where you will find them. There was never such a police 
search and I was never arrested. I cannot boast as many friends of mine 
of being a prison graduate.

1988–1989 was a difficult year for the regime. Students of the 
University went on strike, students of public high schools followed 
them. The whole educational system was down. The University was 
closed on decision of the government. Some faculty members includ-
ing myself did not understand how the university teachers’ union could 
seem so little concerned by the situation. A small group of six to seven 
academics started meeting regularly in a kind of private office where I 
hid sometimes to work and which was known to very few. We demanded 
an extraordinary general assembly. We got it. The “Syndicat National 
de l’Enseignement Supérieur” (SNES) was affiliated to the “Union 
Nationale des Syndicats de Travailleurs du Bénin” (UNSTB) which was 
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itself considered as a “mass organization” of the party. The Steering 
Committee of SNES would have preferred therefore to avoid a public 
debate of this kind. The debate happened nevertheless. My colleagues 
and myself had carefully prepared a “Declaration on the current situa-
tion”. It was read at the end of the meeting and adopted unanimously 
minus a few abstentions. We suggested that all participants who agreed 
should sign. The vast majority did sign. Two or three among us were 
asked to collect the signatures of the missing members. Once more 
I learnt a lot from this experience. I know who among our colleagues 
signed immediately without hesitation and who instead spent hours 
explaining that they could not sign and why. Some of the latter did 
their best however, after the movement succeeded, to appear as the best 
champions of the democratic movement.

The small group continued to meet. It was in fact a group of 
non-Marxist and non-Communist democrats. We demanded an extraor-
dinary Congress of the Union. We got it. It took place in August 1989. 
A member of our informal group, Mathias Ekpodessi, a mathemati-
cian, was unanimously elected as president of the Congress. The draft 
policy statement, carefully prepared by our group, was discussed by the 
Congress and massively, if not unanimously adopted after some amend-
ments. One of the most serious issues was whether the SNES, National 
Union of Higher Education, would remain member of UNSTB, the 
unique association of labour unions under this one-party regime. After 
harsh discussion, the President invited a vote by secret ballot. The pro-
posal was massively adopted. It would probably not have been the case 
if it had been a vote by show of hands. This decision however could be 
perceived as a threat to the regime. We waited to see what would happen 
after the congress. Nothing happened. No repression against the lead-
ers of opinion. The regime must have felt already too weak to react in 
the way it usually did. As a consequence, other unions started meeting 
some two weeks later to take the same decision. The dismantlement of 
UNSTB had begun.

Beyond this decision, the congress made an important suggestion: the 
government should initiate a national conference of representatives of 
civil society to decide on the way the country should be governed given 
that sixteen years of so-called socialism guided by Marxism-Leninism 
and the one-party regime had led to this complete failure. Some Western 
embassies, especially the French and the German embassies, paid atten-
tion to this proposal and made the same suggestion to the Government 
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in December. The National Conference took place in February 1990 and 
opened a new era in the history of the country, the era of “democratic 
renewal”.3

Shortly after the congress, I was invited to attend an international 
meeting organised in Porto-Novo, Benin, by the Council of Europe 
and the Organisation of African Unity on “Europe-Africa Encounter: 
Towards a New North-South Relation”. The conference was hosted by 
Albert Tévoèdjrè, secretary general of the World Association of Social 
Prospects and former Assistant Director General of the Geneva-based 
“International Labour Office”. At the plenary session, I took the floor 
once to recall among other things a surrealistic show which I attended 
in Conakry many years behind during the seventies. I had received a 
personal invitation signed by Sékou Touré himself to attend an “inter-
national ideological conference” organised by the Democratic Party 
of Guinea (which I assumed must have been suggested by some mem-
bers of the philosophy department of Abdel Gamal Nasser University). 
The topic of the conference was “Africa on the march”. Imagine a vast 
congress hall full of people who were all dressed in white except a few 
foreign participants unaware of the ritual, like myself. Among other 
lecturers Sékou Touré himself gave a talk for more than four hours 
on the topic: “From the people’s right to human rights”. At some 
point of his speech, he wanted to address the strong criticisms levelled 
worldwide against his regime, especially by organisations like Amnesty 
International, after the arbitrary arrest, torture and extra-judicial exe-
cution of such people as Diallo Telli, the very first secretary general of 
the Organisation of African Unity and a number of ministers and army 
officers. I heard the so-called Supreme Guide of the Guinean Revolution 
stating calmly something like (I quote from memory): “They reproach 
us with executing ministers, high officers of the Army. Let me tell you 
however: we shall execute other ministers, other superior officers if they 
betray the cause of the people in order to enable the people to live in 
freedom and dignity”. At this point a thunder of applause burst, a long 
standing ovation. I watched the ministers and army officers around 
Sekou Touré. All of them were applauding. I watched delegates from 
the Soviet Union and other Eastern countries. They were applauding. 
What about delegates from Western communist parties? I knew some 

3 Cf. Chapter 5 of this book for more details on the National Conference and 
Hountondji’s theoretical analysis thereof.
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of them from France who were respected historians or social scientists. 
They were applauding. What about the official delegates of the People’s 
Revolutionary Party of Benin, my own country? They were applauding. 
I must have been the only one in this big congress hall not to applaud 
spontaneously. Do not worry however! After fifteen seconds or so I also 
started applauding. I gave this example in Porto-Novo to show how 
the most ferocious dictatorships feed on the complicity of their poten-
tial victims and I concluded that the first thing we had to do in Benin 
at that time was to overcome fear and cowardice. A French agronomist 
who participated in this meeting, the late Jean Carbonare, mentions in 
his autobiography how foreign participants were impressed by my inter-
vention and how happy they were to see that I was not arrested after the 
conference.4

Meanwhile a former classmate of mine, a brilliant lawyer who was 
once arrested for political reasons and escaped from jail invited me to 
meet him in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. He had made a fortune in Gabon 
and was willing to create a newspaper. He thought of me as a possible 
editor-in-chief. We discussed the project. I accepted. I was supposed 
to be completely free in the intellectual and political orientation. My 
friend had the money and gave what was needed for the launching. 
Disagreements came very soon however after he read the draft editorial 
which I wrote for the very first issue. The reason in fact was a complete 
change of mind on his side. A few weeks after we discussed in Abidjan, 
he came from Libreville on a special flight with a State minister, mes-
senger of the President of Gabon, to visit Benin’s President. This was 
high and secret diplomacy and I only heard on the radio and the TV in 
the evening after he left that he had been received by the President. The 
secret agenda was to make him Prime minister of the agonising dicta-
torship. On my side, however, nothing had changed. I remained faith-
ful to our initial agenda. I could only accept therefore some superficial 
reformulations of the text. The editorial committee agreed with me. 
These discussions unfortunately delayed the publication. The first issue 
of L’Opinion, a semi-monthly devoted to the defence of human rights 
and democracy, came out in early February 1990.

I did not want to be part of the delegation of university teachers at 
the national conference. So many colleagues were willing to be appointed 

4 Carbonare, J. (2010). Ensemble, se remettre debout. Postface de Stéphane Hessel. Lyon: 
Olivétan, pp. 118–119.
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and so many of them were competent. On the other hand, since the 
whole of civil society was concerned, the organising committee of the 
national conference decided that the different religious groups should be 
represented each by four delegates: one representing the clergy or other 
religious leaders, one the youth, one the lay people and one the women. 
Many of the lay cadres of the Methodist Church of Benin including 
myself were shocked to see how little the church leaders were concerned 
by the overall situation of the country and how they kept silent about 
on-going political and social crisis whereas the Roman Catholic Episcopal 
Conference had been issuing several pastoral letters one after the other. 
We suggested to the Church President, the late Reverend Harry Henry 
who was also founder and president of the Inter-Confessional Council 
that he should convene a whole day’s workshop of duly appointed del-
egates from all protestant and evangelical churches. He accepted. At the 
end of this workshop the four delegates of protestant and evangelical 
churches were appointed. I was asked to represent the lay community.

One of the most memorable debates during the Conference was 
about the use that would be made of the outcome. Were we just 
expected to formulate recommendations that would be submitted to 
the Head of State, or instead, to take sovereign decisions? After a huge 
discussion which could have continued for hours, the Chairman of the 
Conference, Bishop Isidore de Souza who represented the clergy in 
the delegation of the Roman Catholic Church, invited both groups to 
appoint five spokespersons each to defend their viewpoints before the 
almost five hundred participants. The group which stood for the sover-
eignty of the Conference was by far the largest. They wanted me to be 
one of their spokespersons. I protested that the issue was too serious to 
appoint a stammerer. They insisted that they appointed me precisely for 
that reason. After receiving the ten names, the Chairman proceeded to 
drawing lots to determine the order of interventions. It so happened that 
I was appointed as the tenth and last speaker. This announcement was 
greeted by a thunder of applause. Then, after the nine first interventions, 
just when I was given the floor, Bishop de Souza received a phone call. 
It was President Kérékou.5 The Chairman informed the Conference that 
the President was coming. He decided however to give me the floor and 
to pursue up to the end the procedure that had already started.

5 Mathieu Kérékou was the president of Benin from 1972 to 1991 and again from 1996 
to 2006 [F.D./S.Sk.].
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I think I was moderate in my intervention and spoke without aggres-
siveness. I asserted however among other things that freedom is not 
a favour to be begged for but a right to be taken. Now after the ten 
spokespersons had spoken, things went very fast. The President was 
still on his way to the congress hall when Bishop de Souza invited a 
vote. The sovereignty of the Conference was massively decided. When 
President Kérékou arrived he first had a briefing with the Chairman 
of the Conference and then came to the plenary room to address the 
Conference. His speech was pathetic. At some point he addressed me 
personally: “I invite Professor Hountondji to be patient. Politics is not 
philosophy. There could be a human blood shed …” It was over mid-
night when the session ended. My friends advised me to shut up from 
then on and not to say anything till the end of the Conference.

Your demands for re-centring Africa and for ending scientific depend-
encies reverberate until today. There have been a lot of protests in the last 
years, particularly at South African universities, where students demand 
the decolonization of academia and the inclusion of “African” perspectives. 
How do you evaluate these developments?

These protests are inevitable and could have been predicted. They are 
also legitimate. South Africa is a fascinating country because people have 
been expressing during the last thirty years or so with renewed strength 
and vigour demands that had been expressed much earlier in other parts 
of Africa where they tend to be considered today as outdated. In fact, 
they are not outdated. What happened instead is that elsewhere the strug-
gle has failed to a large extent and people are tired. What happens also is 
that in South Africa most people, due to their long isolation, are unaware 
of the struggles that took place elsewhere and could not therefore draw 
the lessons from the past mistakes and failures. We do need in fact to 
decolonise academia by rethinking the content and methods of our teach-
ing as well as the orientation of the whole educational system inherited 
from colonisation. What are the implications, however, for the various 
disciplines? Is there just one African perspective or are there many per-
spectives? For instance, it is not enough to state that we have to re-write 
the history of Africa. Once we have agreed that we must do away with the 
Eurocentric bias on African history and the whole world history as taught 
in our schools today, we must still decide which kind of indigenous tra-
dition we want to promote among the many traditions that exist in our 
own society, whether for instance our reconstruction will be based on the 
tradition of the royal court or that of the ordinary people.
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As far as I am concerned, I have been warning so far against intel-
lectual self-imprisonment wherever it comes from. I very much appre-
ciate the balanced statement by Aimé Césaire, the writer and statesman 
from Martinique, in his famous Letter to Maurice Thorez (his letter of 
resignation from the French Communist Party in 1956): “There are two 
ways of getting lost: by segregation walled into the particular or by dilu-
tion in the universal”. In my view what we need most as African schol-
ars, scientists and intellectuals, is to put an end to extroversion and learn 
how to address first and foremost our own countrymen or women and 
make them our first readers, discussants and judges. The outcome of this 
exercise should be to delimit new spaces of scholarly discussions within 
Africa. I envision these spaces as concentric circles starting from limited 
points and widening progressively to encompass the whole continent and 
extend to the West and the whole world.

Intellectual extroversion as we have been witnessing since colo-
nial times has to do with economic extroversion as described by the 
late Samir Amin. In fact, I borrowed this concept from him. I was fas-
cinated by his exposition of the process of underdevelopment in his 
Accumulation on a world scale (1970). I found particularly enlightening 
the metaphors of “centre” and “periphery”, which he uses to describe 
the progressive integration of pre-capitalist economies into the world 
capitalist market. All my reflexion and writings on scientific dependence 
owe much to my reading of Samir Amin. I remember being part of a 
small workshop (of four to five participants) which he hosted in Dakar 
in the early nineteen-eighties on the issue of “Delinking”, a year or so 
before he published his own book on this topic.

To come back to the issue of decolonising academia, what I am sug-
gesting is that first, the new contents and methods of teaching in Africa 
should be based on and supported by a deep reform of research activ-
ity; second, this reform cannot simply consist in substituting the indig-
enous, pre-colonial and so-called African knowledge to the so-called 
modern science imported from the West; it should rather consist in 
a lucid appropriation and re-appropriation of both by an African and 
Africa-based community of scholars and researchers. Instead of the ver-
tical exchange which they tried so far to develop individually with their 
Western counterparts, they should first and foremost develop a horizon-
tal exchange and debate between themselves. This amounts in fact to 
designing a new geography of intellect and organising, so to say, a new 
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regional, self-reliant, autonomous market of concepts. Such a project is 
best understood in the light of Samir Amin’s idea of delinking.

Ethnophilosophy seems to be on the rise again among some scholars in 
Africa. What is your take on this development?

There is nothing we can do about it. The search for identity remains 
irrepressible. But people will themselves realise at some point that the 
identity they are looking for is not as simple as they thought. They 
will realise the complexity of what they took as a collective system of 
thought. To make a long story short, the search for identity in my view is 
surely legitimate and necessary. But finally, our identity is not behind us, 
it is ahead of us, depending on the future we want to build for ourselves 
here and now.

Philosophical curricula have been subject of intense debates during recent 
calls for a change in university education. What would your ideal curricula 
for teaching philosophy at contemporary African universities look like?

Logic, epistemology and philosophy of science, history and sociol-
ogy of science, the anthropology of knowledge in oral cultures are basic 
disciplines to me. In addition to this, a good knowledge of the history 
of Western philosophy is necessary. The philosophy student should be 
encouraged to read the great authors themselves. Books by commenta-
tors and interpreters should be for him or her just an introduction to 
the reading of the authors in order to judge himself or herself. Both 
Western, Asian, African, Latin-American and other traditions in philoso-
phy have something to teach him/her until he or she chooses his or her 
own conceptual orientation.

Last but not least, the philosophy student in Africa should learn 
how to express her thought in their own mother tongues and other 
African vernacular languages. I remember a meeting organised by 
the UNESCO in Nairobi in June 1980 on “Teaching and Research in 
Philosophy in Africa”. Kwasi Wiredu presented a paper on “Conceptual 
Decolonization” and ended his speech with a kind of slogan: “Fellow 
philosophers, let us learn to think in our own languages!” Wiredu has 
ever since demonstrated in a number of works how certain metaphys-
ical statements which seem to be self-evident in European languages 
(for instance the idea of truth defined in Latin as “adaequatio rei et 
intellectus”6) simply become senseless when translated into an Akan 

6 Engl.: “the adequation of things and the intellect”.
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language. He carefully distinguishes therefore between tongue-relative or 
tongue-dependent and tongue-neutral statements.

This distinction is of the utmost importance. I know it is not easy 
to write philosophical essays in our own languages. Very few among us 
would be able to discuss for instance in their mother tongue the sub-
tle distinction between the empirical and the transcendental as viewed 
by Immanuel Kant or Edmund Husserl, supposing such a distinc-
tion makes sense in their mother tongue. An enormous task lies there-
fore before us. The late Neville Alexander, a linguist from South Africa, 
organised in Cape Town in 2003 an international workshop on “The 
Intellectualization of African Languages”. Doing philosophy in African 
languages calls for a number of preparatory steps and intellectual exer-
cises which can be fulfilled only at the university.

Thank you very much for taking your time to answer our questions, 
Professor Hountondji.
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