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Introduction 

T h i s pape r at tempts to ske t ch out the 

i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y a g e n d a o f a n 

anthropology of phi losophies f rom wi th in 

the A f r i c a n context. L i k e C o l l i n s ' sociology 

of p h i l o s o p h i e s ( C o l l i n s 1998) , it is a 

project that can be appHed global ly to the 

various regions of the wor ld . The central 

i n t e r e s t h e r e i s to s h o w h o w the 

documentat ion of ph i losoph ica l discourse 

relates to the larger soc ia l and cu l tu ra l 

c o n t e x t tha t i n d i v i d u a l t h i n k e r s , as 

p r o d u c e r s a n d p a r t i c i p a n t s of s u c h 

d i s c o u r s e , are e m b e d d e d i n . W h e t h e r 

e x p r e s s e d o r a l l y or i n w r i t i n g , 

ph i losoph ica l ref lect ions, questions, and 

statements always occur w i th in a regional 

in te l lectual history and its specif ic schools 

of thought and traditions of knowledge, and 

wi th its in ternal divergent understandings 

a n d deba t e s . I n shor t , p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

discourse is part of soc ia l l i f e . E x p l i c i t l y 

acknowledging and integrating this angle 

into research can only be fert i le for the 

f i e l d o f A f r i c a n p h i l o s o p h y . T h i s i s 

e s p e c i a l l y so due to the so -ca l l ed ora l 

character of many A f r i c a n societies, and 

the l ack of writ ten h is tor ica l sources f rom 

w i t h i n . P r a c t i c e s o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l 

f i e l d w o r k , s u c h as the p a r t i c i p a n t 

o b s e r v a t i o n o f l o c a l d i s c o u r s e s of 

knowledge , in te rv iews w i t h s i g n i f i c a n t 

in te l lectuals and thinkers , and the first­

h a n d a c q u i s i t i o n of knowledge on the 

cul tural and social l i fe concerned, can help 

to i l luminate the understanding of the local 

ph i losoph ica l f i e l d . Testimony of this are 

s o m e i m p o r t a n t w o r k s o n A f r i c a n 

phi losophy for w h i c h f ie ldwork p layed a 

c r u c i a l role (e.g. S o d i p o / H a l l e n 1 9 9 7 . 

O r u k a 1990/1991). 

Necessar i ly , this is an in t e rd i sc ip l ina ry 

agenda , and thus the argument for an 

anthropology of ph i losophica l discourse is 

made i n four turns, each focus ing on a 

d i f f e r e n t i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y a n g l e of 

cooperat ion and its con t r ibu t ion to the 

whole project. Fi rs t , I sketch out the turn 

f r o m c l a s s i c a l p o s i t i o n s of w e s t e r n 

phi losophy towards this project. Secondly, 

I comment on the converging interests of 

cu l tura l phi losophy wi th an in tercul tura l 

interest and the A f r i c a n p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

debate. Th i rd ly , I describe the f i e l d of the 

anthropology of knowledge. A n d fourthly. 

I present examples f rom the anthropology 

of re l ig ion i n A f r i c a , as they are related to 

the emerging project of an anthropology 

of phi losophies . 

Turn one: From philosophy 

F r o m the p h i l o s o p h i c a l s i d e as a n 

academic d i s c ip l i ne , p l ac ing phi losophy 

i n the A f r i c a n cu l tura l context and thus 

d e a l i n g w i t h A f r i c a n p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

p r a c t i c e does not n e c e s s a r i l y pose a 

p rob lem. If it is reasonable to say that 

p h i l o s o p h y b e g i n s w i t h w o n d e r or 

puzzlement, as Plato c l a imed , or i f it is 

"t ime put into thought" as Hege l sa id , we 

are bound to expect philosophy i n any k ind 

of society. These c lass ic def in i t ions are 

loose and f l ex ib le whi le s t i l l emphas iz ing 
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a p a r t i c u l a r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c t r a i t o f 

phi losophy taken to be c ruc i a l - awareness 

of f u n d a m e n t a l uncer ta in t ies of l i f e as 

instigator for conceptual quest, for P la to , 

and exp l i c i t h i s to r ica l consciousness, for 

H e g e P - , and have often been interpreted 

and put into various contexts of ref lec t ion 

u p o n society. A s ph i losophy is d e f i n e d 

fo rmal ly here, these def ini t ions present no 

p rob lem when app l i ed to other cultures -

where forms of puzzlement and categories 

of t ime and thought matter as w e l l - , and 

thus both def in i t ions cou ld potential ly be 

u s e d to d e s c r i b e d i f f e r e n t s c h o o l s of 

t h o u g h t a n d t r a d i t i o n s of r e a s o n i n g , 

whether i n in t ra-cul tura l or t ranscul tural 

perspect ives . 

K a n t has developed an understanding of 

ph i losophy w h i c h can be h e l p f u l here: he 

d i f ferent ia ted between two conceptions of 

phi losophy, a " w o r l d l y " and a " scho la r ly" 

one ( " P h i l o s o p h i e i m W e l t b e g r i f f ' and 

"Ph i l o soph i e i m S c h u l b e g r i f f ' ) w h i c h i n 

their in terre la t ion fo rm the whole. Thus , 

he he lp fu l l y dis t inguished the two axis that 

constitute ph i losophy as an innovative as 

w e l l as an ins t i tu t ional ized conservative 

activi ty, i .e. an or ig inal ly ref lexive and a 

d o c t r i n a l aspect (1930 , 7 5 3 - 7 5 5 ; K r V 

B 8 6 6 - 8 6 8 ; a l s o 1 9 7 4 , 2 5 - 3 0 ) . T h e 

doctr inal Schulbegr i f f marks philosophy as 

a " s y s t e m of k n o w l e d g e " of s c i e n t i f i c 

character, a imed at the systematic uni ty 

of knowledge i n an established tradi t ion; 

here, the teachings and rules of a school 

o f t hough t are more a n d more f i n e l y 

i n t e r p r e t e d , a n d t h i n k e r s are t r a i n e d 

(" learning" the rules). Kan t characterizes 

this aspect of ph i losoph ica l knowledge as 

"h i s t o r i c a l " , w h i c h for h i m is to mark the 

systematizat ion and standardization of a 

cer ta in genuine approach: a ph i losoph ica l 

school is formed by students acqui r ing this 

knowledge, this "doctr ine of s k i U " (1974, 

28) second hand . 

O n the o t h e r h a n d , the r e f l e x i v e 

Wel tbegr i f f , the o r i g i n a l " b a s i s " of the 

m e a n i n g of the t e r m , r e f e r s to those 

fundamental areas of knowledge w h i c h are 

o f c o m m o n " n e c e s s a r y i n t e r e s t to 

everyone". H e r e , the genuine ly creative 

ph i lo soph ica l work takes p lace , namely 

" p h i l o s o p h i z i n g " , w h i c h means that a 

"doctr ine of w i s d o m " is be ing formula ted 

by the th inking ind iv idua l . It is spec i f i ca l ly 

wor ld ly i n that here the specia l is t has no 

p r e v a l e n c e o v e r the c o m m o n m a n : 

ph i losoph ica l questions are p r i n c i p a l l y of 

equa l concern to a l l of us , and c r u c i a l 

i n n o v a t i v e i d e a s are not n e c e s s a r i l y 

in i t ia ted f rom wi th in the scholar ly rea lm. 

U n l i k e the his tor ical scholar ly knowledge, 

p h i l o s o p h i z i n g cannot r e a l l y be taught 

s ince it " c a n be l e a r n e d o n l y th rough 

pract ice and the use of one's own reason". 

T h i s i s w h y K a n t c o n c l u d e s tha t 

philosophy, i n the "true sense", is never a 

given but always a task ("aufgegeben"). For 

someone fo l lowing this task, the avai lable 

his tor ical doctrines wi th in the Schulbegr i f f 

can come i n h e l p f u l as thought mater ia l 

a n d p o i n t s o f o r i e n t a t i o n : " e v e r y 

ph i losoph ica l th inker bu i ld s h is work, so 

to s p e a k , o n the r u i n s o f a n o t h e r " . 

Certainly, the avai labi l i ty of other attempts 

to c rea te a p h i l o s o p h y , a n d thus the 

poss ib i l i ty of reference to them, helps i n 

the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f one ' s o w n . T h e 

existence of scholar ly tradit ions makes it 

easier for the ph i losoph iz ing i n d i v i d u a l to 

s p e c i f y and c l a r i f y h i s poin t . B u t s u c h 

t r a d i t i o n s are not the n e c e s s a r y 

precondi t ion for the i n i t i a l development of 

t r u l y p h i l o s o p h i c a l t h o u g h t i n the 

W e l t b e g r i f f . S u c h t h o u g h t i s r a t h e r 

necessitated by fundamenta l questions on 

the nature of the existence of human beings 

that a l l members of this species , v i a their 

a b i l i t i e s of r eason ing , f i n d themse lves 

confronted wi th : what can I know? , what 

ought I to do?, what may I hope?, and what 

is man?. These questions, s i g n i f y i n g the 

various realms of the p h i l o s o p h i c a l sub-



Approaches and Methodologies 

d i s c i p l i n e s o f m e t a p h y s i c s , m o r a l i t y , 

reHgion, and anthropology, together cover 

the w h o l e f i e l d of p h i l o s o p h y w h i c h , 

o v e r a l l , i s e m b r a c e d by an th ropo logy 

because "the f i r s t three ques t ions are 

related to the last" (29). 

In summary then, phi losophy is generally 

charac ter ized by the two instances of a 

( p o s s i b l y i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d ) s c h o o l of 

t h o u g h t , a n d a b o v e a l l , i d e a s o f 

f u n d a m e n t a l r e n e w a l , e x p r e s s e d a n d 

in i t ia ted by i n d i v i d u a l thinkers , mostly i n 

the context of and i n relat ion to the former. 

Consequently, the heart of ph i losophica l 

act ivi ty l ies i n the potential of ind iv idua l s 

as ' s e l f - t h i n k e r s ' w h o are f a c i n g 

f u n d a m e n t a l q u e s t i o n s on t h e i r o w n 

existence; as such , it is p r inc ipa l ly open 

to a l l . 

If conv inc ing , this fo rmal d is t inc t ion i s , i n 

p r i n c i p l e , a p p l i c a b l e to any c u l t u r a l 

context that human beings l ive i n , i n any 

part of the wor ld , also to A f r i c a . Here , as 

anywhere else, we might be able to identify 

v a r i o u s s c h o l a r l y i . e . s o m e h o w 

ins t i tu t ional ized traditions of thought that 

teach 'doctrines of s k i l l ' , and i n d i v i d u a l 

th inkers who develop their own 'doctrines 

of w i sdom' i n regard to the basic questions 

of human existence. Approach ing A f r i c a n 

ph i l o soph i ca l discourse i n this way, the 

K a n t i a n ambiva lence of the concept of 

p h i l o s o p h y i n i ts d i s t i n c t i o n be tween 

in ternal wor ld ly and scholarly aspects can 

h e l p as a gu ide l i ne i n l o o k i n g fo r and 

iden t i fy ing ph i losoph ica l pract ice. B e i n g 

f o r m a l , i t c a n do t h i s w i t h o u t 

predetermining any concrete foi*m or shape 

that phi losophica l thought should take, i.e. 

it does not prescribe any content for any 

c u l t u r a l l y s p e c i f i c p r a c t i c e of 

p h i l o s o p h i z i n g . S u c h a non-derogatory 

c o n c e p t i o n of p h i l o s o p h y is u s e f u l for 

a p p r o a c h i n g e x i s t i n g i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d 

t rad i t ions ("systems") of knowledge i n 

A f r i c a , and since the h is tor ica l knowledge 

of this realm can be taught and learned, it 

might also be p u b l i c a l l y a c c e s s i b l e or 

otherwise recordable by the ph i lo soph ica l 

f ie ld-worker or the phi losophical ly minded 

a n t h r o p o l o g i s t . O n the o t h e r h a n d , 

i n d i v i d u a l r e f l e x i v e p e o p l e c a n be 

approached and their pract ice of theory 

observed, i n cu l tura l context (with regard 

to society, h is tory , cus toms etc.): is it 

h i s t o r i c a l k n o w l e d g e or g e n u i n e l y 

innovative, is it c r i t ica l or purely doctrinal? 

A s is obvious, it is i n the observation of 

the relat ion and interact ion between the 

two spheres (or rather aspects) of scholarly 

and wordly concept ion of phi losophy that 

a) any c u l t u r a l l y s p e c i f i c t r a d i t i o n of 

knowledge can be iden t i f i ed , and that b) 

t he i r i n t e r n a l d i s c u s s i o n s and f u r t h e r 

attempts by i n d i v i d u a l thinkers , to fur ther 

and c la r i fy knowledge and doctrines that 

h a v e so f a r b e e n e v o l v e d , c a n be 

appreciated. F r o m a thorough or ' t h i ck ' 

descr ipt ion of the interact ion of these two 

levels , then, an appropriate understanding 

of wha t one m a y c a l l ' p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

discourses ' i n A f r i c a n societies might be 

worked out. 

S t i l l , what differentiates phi losophy f rom 

other forms of knowledge and experience 

has to be spec i f ied , and for this task I refer 

to Cassirer 's approach of a phi losophy of 

cu l tu re and its inherent c o n c e p t i o n of 

p h i l o s o p h y . C a s s i r e r ' s p h i l o s o p h y of 

symbol ic forms provides a fundamenta l ly 

p lura l i s t ic framework for the analysis of 

the various symbol ic cu l tura l forms, such 

as myth , re l ig ion , sc ience , and art w h i c h 

i n their interrelat ion constitute culture as 

a whole, and for an analysis of the various 

empi r i ca l cultures on equal terms wh ich 

is not r educ t ive , but even c a l l s for an 

awareness of specif ic i t ies . Phi losophy here 

is c o n c e p t u a l i z e d as " c r i t i q u e a n d 

fu l f i lment of the symbol ic forms" (Cassirer 

1995, 265) , ma rk ing a ref lexive qua l i ty 

w h i c h i s not a p a r t i c u l a r par t of any 

symbolic form, but can provide insight into 
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each (such as phi losophy of myth, re l ig ion, 

sc ience , art etc.), and i n its overal l a i m of 

c r i t i q u e focusses on the in te r re la t ions 

be tween the var ious symbo l i c forms i n 

t h e i r c o n s t i t u t i o n o f c u l t u r e . T h u s , 

ph i l o soph i ca l knowledge is not a separate 

f o r m of knowledge, but is to be found i n 

the sphere of each such fo rm where it is 

se l f - ref lexive i n the sense that it conceives 

i t se l f as part of the whole and i n relat ion 

to a l l the other parts. Consequently, such 

s e l f - c r i t i c a l and f u n d a m e n t a l l y theory-

or ien ted knowledge , whatever symbo l i c 

fo rm it takes as its starting-point (it cannot 

start f r o m nowhere), is ph i losoph ica l . Th i s 

also means that there are various different 

b u t e q u a l l y v a l i d c h a r a c t e r s of 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l thought, accord ing to the 

o r ig ina l standpoint of symbol ic format ion 

( c o n s t i t u t i o n o f m e a n i n g ) t a k e n f o r 

r e f l e c t i o n . A n a l o g i c a l l y , i n r e g a r d to 

various cultures - w h i c h i n their difference 

are const i tuted by their different internal 

interrela t ionships of symbol ic forms - , it 

means that there are different but equal ly 

va l i d characters of phi losophica l traditions 

i n di f ferent cultures (granted that i n those 

cultures use is made of the human capacity 

o f f u n d a m e n t a l r e f l e x i v i t y , i . e . 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l potent ia l) . F i n a l l y , it c an 

t h e r e f o r e be o b s e r v e d that s u c h a n 

approach has the advantage of not only 

exp la in ing but even expect ing an internal 

p l u r a l i s m of c o m p e t i n g p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

instances i n every culture^ , and also an 

external p l u r a l i s m i n regard to the various 

c o m p e t i n g t r a d i t i o n s of p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

thought wor ld-wide (cf. Kresse 1996). 

Thus , the i n i t i a l working-hypothesis , that 

d i s t inc t , c u l t u r a l l y fo rmed tradi t ions of 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l discourse are l i k e l y to be 

found i n any cul ture is f i r m l y supported 

by Cassirer 's philosophy of symbolic forms. 

F r o m a p h i l o s o p h i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e , 

therefore, an invest igat ion into forms of 

ph i losophica l discursivi ty i n other cultures 

is methodological ly secured. However, the 

actual existence of such forms and their 

traditions must not be s imply presupposed 

i n theory (as is sometimes the case wi th 

philosophers advocat ing a m u l t i p l i c i t y of 

c u l t u r a l o r i g i n s o f p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

d i s c o u r s e ) , i t has to be e m p i r i c a l l y 

establ ished through the documentat ion of 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l texts a n d p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

practices i n their soc ia l context. The latter 

can we l l be seen as a task for anthropology, 

s i n c e it i s n e c e s s a r y to e s t a b l i s h a n 

appropriate unders tanding of the s o c i a l 

f ramework and the cu l tu ra l ly de termined 

meaning and relevance of p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

ref lexivi ty. 

So far, the spec i f ic quest ion of de f in i t i on 

of phi losophy has been h igh l igh ted . O n l y 

a fo rmal and re la t ively loose def in i t ion^ 

w h i c h is not p rede te rmined by c u l t u r a l 

content can assist i n l ay ing the foundations 

for an anthropology of ph i l o soph i e s . In 

e a r l i e r app roaches to an th ropo logy of 

r e l ig ion , a s i m i l a r l y wide concep t ion of 

re l ig ion has been favoured for analogous 

r e a s o n s (cf . P e e l 1 9 6 8 , 1 0 - 1 8 ) . T h e 

f l e x i b i l i t y of s u c h a d e f i n i t i o n grants 

app l i cab i l i t y to var ious cul tures , and is 

needed i n order not to impose conceptua l 

categories onto the cu l tu ra l sphere dealt 

wi th . 

The intercultural project: recognition 
of philosophical traditions 

A recent semina l evaluat ion of the impact 

of A f r i c a n studies on ph i losophy comes to 

the conc lus ion that the in te rd i sc ip l ina ry 

s t udy of p h i l o s o p h i c a l t o p i c s - f r o m 

h i s t o r i c a l , a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l , a n d 

phi losophica l perspectives - i n the A f r i c a n 

c o n t e x t " p r o v i d e s a m o d e l f o r 

in terdisc ip l inary analysis i n ph i lo soph ica l 

w o r k " on the who le ( M u d i m b e / A p p i a h 

1993 ,133) . A l though it wou ld be too m u c h 

to c l a i m that a systematic m o d e l already 

exists i n the area of A f r i c a n phi losophy, a 

m u l t i d i s c i p l i n a r y a p p r o a c h i s i n d e e d 
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prov ing to be ind ispens ib le to the project 

of enqu i r ing about and presenting spec i f ic 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l t rad i t ions of A f r i c a . The 

pos tcolonia l A f r i c a n "search for identi ty", 

w i t h i n ph i lo soph ica l discourse, involves 

not o n l y the r e f l e c t i o n u p o n the 

interrelat ionship of the various d isc ip l ines 

that phi losophy has h is tor ica l ly followed'*, 

i n terms of inst i tut ional processes of self-

c leansing and reassertion i n regard to what 

it means to be " A f r i c a n " (Masolo 1994, 

4 4 f ) . It fu r thermore requi res r e f l ec t ive 

contributions f rom those other d i sc ip l ines 

i n order to make the specif ici t ies of Afr ica ' s 

various phi losophical traditions vis ible and 

understandable. 

T h i s is true par t icular ly for anthropology, 

because of i ts role of i l l u m i n a t i n g the 

in te rna l dynamics of the const i tut ion of 

m e a n i n g a n d the p rocesses of h u m a n 

interact ion i n other cultures. The search 

for ph i lo soph ica l identi ty i n A f r i c a has to 

be i n fo rmed by concrete observation of 

mater ia l cul ture and its contextualization 

to the various layers of meaning of socia l 

l i f e - this is where anthropology wou ld 

become h e l p f u l , i n terms of ethnography 

a n d as s y s t e m a t i c a l l y o r i e n t e d 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l t h e o r y . I n the 

r e c o n s t r u c t i o n of the h i s t o r i e s of the 

various (especial ly the oral) traditions of 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l t h o u g h t i n A f r i c a , 

philosophy, anthropology, and history must 

necessar i ly be partners. 

T h e r e l a t i o n be tween p h i l o s o p h y a n d 

cul tures , as referred to above, has become 

a p r o b l e m of c o n t i n u a l l y g r o w i n g 

i m p o r t a n c e f o r p h i l o s o p h y i t s e l f : i n 

ph i lo soph ica l as w e l l as i n other literature 

"the empire writes b a c k " (to use a popular 

phrase) and contests the imposed foreign 

t h e o r e t i c a l f r a m e w o r k s i n w h i c h the 

subordinated culture is mostly presented 

as either a surpassed early stage of or as a 

superf luous appendix to the dominat ing 

c u l t u r e . T h i s m i g h t h a v e c a u s e d 

representatives of Western phi losophy to 

r e t h i n k t h e i r s t a n c e , a n d a g r o w i n g 

awareness that "we owe equal respect to 

a l l cul tures" (Taylor 1994, 66) seems to 

have evolved. Th i s c l a i m , however, should 

be understood as a mora l task rather than 

as an asserted truth, as a fa i r starting-point 

f o r e m p i r i c a l i n q u i r i e s a n d not as a 

me taphys ica l f i n a l word i n this matter. 

S p e c i f i c a l l y w h e n r e g a r d i n g another , 

s t ronger c l a i m w h i c h is o f t en seen as 

l i n k e d to or i m p l i e d i n the above, i.e. that 

a l l cultures have in te l lec tual histories and 

even p h i l o s o p h i c a l t r ad i t ions of e q u a l 

rank, it is not permiss ible to s imply accept 

this c l a i m - not out of good w i l l and not for 

the sake of po l i t i ca l correctness. Instead, 

the concrete and complex situation i n each 

pa r t i cu l a r case has to be inves t iga ted . 

Wha t is ca l l ed for, on a theoretical l eve l , 

i s t h i n k i n g the r e l a t i o n s b e t w e e n 

p h i l o s o p h y and cu l tu re as i m m a n e n t l y 

p l u r a l i s t i c , w i t h o u t g i v i n g u p the 

terminological coherence of the concepts 

" p h i l o s o p h y " a n d " c u l t u r e " p e r se : 

c o m p a r a b l e , but d i s t i n c t and u n i q u e , 

c u l t u r e s p r o d u c e d i s t i n c t a n d u n i q u e 

traditions of ref lexive practices and modes 

of d i scurs ive express ion, i n w h i c h self-

assertion and conceptual structurization of 

the cultures takes place. It is i n this way 

tha t v a r i o u s c u l t u r e - c o r r e l a t i n g 

ph i losoph ica l traditions and phi losophies 

come into being. But up to now, such a 

pol i t ics of recognit ion wi th in the f i e l d of 

philosophy has not been established. It has 

to be fought and argued for, and f rom wi th in 

the A f r i c a n ph i losoph ica l context eminent 

con t r i bu t i ons to s u c h a c r o s s - c u l t u r a l 

praxis of phi losophical interaction on equal 

terms are expected (cf. M u d i m b e / A p p i a h 

1993, 133f; Moore 1996, 3). O n the way, 

philosophers "able to use other languages 

i n p h i l o s o p h i c a l thought, i n par t icu la r , 

languages w h i c h are very d i f ferent f o m 

their o w n " are necessary proponents to 

establish such a praxis (Wiredu / Kresse 

1 9 9 7 , 4 2 ) . T h e u t i l i z a t i o n of l o c a l 
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l a n g u a g e s as c e n t r a l m e d i u m f o r 

ph i l o soph i ca l f i e ldwork , and the usage of 

some methods of anthropological enquiry, 

can assist i n approaching and ach iev ing 

this in t e rcu l tu ra l goal for p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

thought. 

Turn two: from the African 
philosophical discussion to 
anthropology 

The earlier deadlock i n A f r i c a n philosophy 

between the camps of "tradit ionalists" and 

"modernis ts" (cf. Bodunr in 1985) has been 

surmounted, or at least one can say that 

the opposi t ion between these two groups 

no l o n g e r c o n s t i t u t e s a f u n d a m e n t a l 

obstacle to future research. The heated 

i d e o l o g i c a l deba te be tween s o - c a l l e d 

"e thnophi losophers" and their cr i t ics (cf. 

Hountond j i 1991,1996) has sobered down, 

and by now it seems obvious that an either-

or d i v i s i o n b e t w e e n the o p t i o n s of 

d e s c r i b i n g f o l k w i s d o m and c u l t u r a l l y 

b a s e d w o r l d v i e w s , or d e a l i n g w i t h 

sc ien t i f i ca l ly orientated written discourses 

does not adequately represent the relevant 

issues i n A f r i c a . Theore t ica l approaches 

wi th the character of a " th i rd al ternat ive" 

(Odera O r u k a 1991 ,43) between these two 

poles have been developed, and they seem 

to grant the most promis ing perspective for 

fur ther research on the documentation and 

reconstruct ion of ph i losoph ica l traditions 

i n A f r i c a . Fo r instance, they investigate 

cu l tu ra l ly spec i f i c A f r i c a n conceptions of 

sel f and wor ld w i th in a consciously chosen 

m e t h o d o l o g i c a l f r a m e w o r k , s u c h as 

a n a l y t i c a l p h i l o s o p h y ( H a l l e n / S o d i p o 

1 9 9 7 , G y e k y e 1 9 9 5 , W i r e d u 1996) , or 

h e r m e n e u t i c s , w h e r e t h e o r i e s o f 

unders tanding i n the A f r i c a n context have 

b e e n f o r m u l a t e d ( O k e r e 1 9 8 3 , 

Serequeberhan 1994, Janz 1996). Or, as 

i n Ode ra Oruka 's sage phi losophy project, 

they have concerned themselves wi th the 

d o c u m e n t a t i o n a n d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 

statements of i n d i v i d u a l sages wi th in their 

s o c i a l context ( O r u k a 1 9 9 1 , G r a n e s s / 

Kresse 1997). 

The A f r i c a n ph i lo soph ica l d i scuss ion has 

now t a k e n a p r a g m a t i c s tep t o w a r d s 

anthropology, a d i s c ip l i ne w h i c h former ly 

was often regarded wi th contempt, due to 

its l i n k s wi th co lon ia l adminis t ra t ion (cf. 

p 'B i t ek 1971 , A s a d 1973) and because of 

its inherent convic t ion of an evolutionary, 

h ie ra rch ica l order of the various human 

societies, f rom the " p r i m i t i v e " (Af r i can) to 

the "modern" European (cf. K u p e r 1993). 

Th i s of course often i n c l u d e d an a pr io r i 

assertion of the imposs ib i l i t y of cu l tu ra l ly 

immanent traditions of " r e a l " ph i losophy 

i n A f r i c a , an assertion w h i c h was fo l lowed 

a l m o s t c o n s i s t e n t l y , t h r o u g h o u t the 

c o l o n i a l p e r i o d a n d b e y o n d , i n 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l w r i t i n g s o n A f r i c a n 

thought systems. It often went hand i n hand 

w i t h a p a t e r n a l i s t i c p r e s e n t a t i o n (cf . 

Evans-Pr i tchard 1937, and Tempels 1959, 

but also Douglas 1 9 6 6 ) , speak ing " for the 

nat ive" f rom a higher pos i t ion , an attitude 

p a r a d o x i c a l l y t a k e n u p at t i m e s b y 

A f r i c a n s themselves, most ly miss iona ry 

scholars (e.g. Kagame 1985). 

The vehement insis tence of many A f r i c a n 

philosophers that phi losophy is a universa l 

fo rm of human knowledge and pract ice , an 

i n s i s t e n c e a l s o o n c o m m o n h u m a n 

p r i n c i p l e s u n d e r l y i n g any o b s e r v a b l e 

soc ia l act ion i n any cul ture , is only too 

understandable. Th i s is so even i f it does 

not co inc ide wi th the current discourse of 

"postmodernism", w h i c h , as A p p i a h has 

p o i n t e d out, some t i me s i s j u s t a new 

version of the o ld paternal is t ic speak ing 

" f o r the o t h e r s " a l r e a d y i n h e r e n t i n 

c o l o n i a l d i scourse ( A p p i a h 1992 , 137¬

157). O n what grounds indeed should the 

c l a i m of "hav ing ph i losophy" , w h i c h i n 

E u r o p e a n h i s to ry has been t a k e n as a 

p r o u d i n d i c a t i o n of the c o m p l e x i t y of 

culture, be denied to any other culture right 

f rom the outset? In A f r i c a as elsewhere 
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r eason and t r a d i t i o n are not m u t u a l l y 

exc lus ive ; on the contrary, the competing 

tradit ions of reasoning should be analysed 

and evaluated (Hountondj i 1983). 

The current pragmatic tendency of A f r i c a n 

phi losophy to look again at anthropology, 

and to refer to its ethnographic data, seems 

to be the ou tcome also of an i n t e r n a l 

d i f ferent ia t ion i n the growing d i sc ip l ine : 

the more s p e c i f i c the issues treated i n 

A f r i c a n phi losophy become, the more one 

a c c e p t s the n e c e s s i t y to use 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l k n o w l e d g e w h i c h c a n 

provide the cu l tura l ly or soc ia l ly spec i f ic 

i n f o r m a t i o n n e e d e d fo r p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

interpretation^. 

S u c h a s y s t e m a t i c n e e d f o r a n 

i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y " p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

ethnography" (MacGaf fey 1981 ,262/263) 

had already been descr ibed years before, 

i n a semina l in te rd i sc ip l ina ry review of 

research on ideology and be l i e f i n A f r i c a 

i n the various d i sc ip l ines of anthropology, 

re l ig ious studies, or iental studies, history, 

A f r i c a n po l i t i c a l ideology, theology, and 

philosophy. W h i l e s imp l i fy ing some issues 

i n the d iscuss ion of A f r i c a n philosophy, he 

noted promis ing emerging works i n this 

area, and progressive discussions among 

A f r i c a n s towards it. Now that a large extent 

of the p r e v i o u s c o n c u r r e n c e be tween 

theology and phi losophy (257) has been 

reduced, the ethnographic shallowness of 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l w o r k s that M a c G a f f e y 

cr i t ic izes has decreased and philosophers 

themselves d isp lay awareness to integrate 

concrete cu l t u r a l in fo rmat ion into their 

studies (e.g. W i r e d u 1996, Gyekye 1995). 

O v e r a l l , however, the l ack of an accepted 

"common f ramework" (228) between the 

d i s c i p l i n e s i s s t i l l o b s e r v a b l e today. 

Cont r ibu t ing to the construct ion of such a 

framework is attempted here, while moving 

towards an in te rd isc ip l inary cooperation 

of ph i losophy and anthropology. T h i s is 

suppor ted by two recent newly ed i t ed 

classics of A f r i c a n philosophy: both H a l l e n 

(1997, afterword), noting a "general l ack 

of t e c h n i c a l p h i l o s o p h i c a l con ten t i n 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l l i t e r a t u r e " (134) , and 

Houn tond j i (1996, forword), observing a 

" c h a n g e " w i t h i n a n t h r o p o l o g y w h i l e 

acknowledging its potential contr ibut ion 

to t h i s a r e a ( x i x , v i i i ) , i n d i c a t e the 

s y s t e m a t i c i n t e r e s t a n d s k e p t i c a l 

cau t iousness w h i c h is necessary for a 

ferti le interaction between the d i sc ip l ines . 

Turn three: from an anthropology of 
knowledge to an anthropology of 
philosophies 

Cur ren t r e f l ec t ions u p o n the fu tu re of 

anthropological knowledge have l ed to a 

r e n e w e d i n t e r e s t i n p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

traditions of other cultures, especia l ly in 

A f r i c a (Moore 1996). It is seen as a serious 

shor tcoming of anthropology that, even 

when occupying itself with extra-European 

"modes of thought" (e.g. Fo rde 1 9 5 4 : 

Hor ton/Finnegan 1973) or loca l theories, 

it worked under the assumption "that the 

theories of non-western peoples have no 

scope outside their context" (Moore, 2) and 

thus were not to be taken into account for 

cross-cul tural evaluat ion and furtherance 

of theories of knowledge on the whole. But 

i f anthropology does not want, ultimately, 

to r e m a i n en t ang led i n a E u r o c e n t r i c 

stance, it must begin to treat i nd iv idua l 

members of other cultures ''as producers 

of socia l science theory" and not only, and 

per def in i t ionem, as "producers of loca l 

knowledge" {ibid,, 3). In other words, i n 

dea l ing wi th tradit ions of knowledge i n 

various cu l tura l contexts, a comparative 

dimension contributing to an overall theory 

of human knowledge and a s e l f - c r i t i c a l 

attitude wi th in sc ien t i f ic enquiry always 

has to be i nc luded . Indeed, i n any culture 

" a n ongoing au to-cr i t ique of concepts , 

notions and forms of argument" {ibid., 6) 

might be found: i f this k i n d of re f lex iv i ty 

can be taken as the consti tutive trait of 
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m o d e r n k n o w l e d g e as w e l l as o f 

phi losophy, the conc lus ion is s imp ly that 

these i n t e l l e c t u a l t r a d i t i o n s mus t be 

i d e n t i f i e d a n d u n d e r s t o o d i n t h e i r 

respect ive contexts. Thus there are also 

i nd i ca t i ons f r o m w i t h i n an thropologica l 

theory that something l i ke an anthropology 

of p h i l o s o p h i e s has a l ready i n d i r e c t l y 

been c a l l e d for. 

S u c h a c a l l seems overdue and can also 

be c o n f i r m e d f r o m the perspective of an 

h i s t o r i c a l o v e r v i e w of a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l 

theory where it has been observed that 

u n t i l the 1980s very " l i t t le effort has been 

put toward understanding how society and 

c u l t u r e t h e m s e l v e s are p r o d u c e d a n d 

reproduced through human intention and 

i n t e r a c t i o n " (Or tne r 1 9 9 4 , 4 0 2 ) . T h e 

fa i lu re to focus on the conscious shaping 

o f l c u l t u r e a n d s o c i e t y b y s p e c i f i c 

i n l j l i v i d u a l h u m a n b e i n g s h a s b e e n 

p a r t i c u l a r l y h a z a r d o u s i n A f r i c a n 

a n t h r o p o l o g y . T h e c o m b i n a t i o n o f 

European prejudices about the intel lectual 

incapac i t ies of A f r i c a n s (cf. H e g e l , L e v y -

B r u h l et a l . ) w i t h the r i g o r o u s a n d 

i m m e n s e l y r i c h s tudy of the A f r i c a n 

continent under the paradigm of structural 

f u n c t i o n a l i s m had i l l effects: due to its 

focus on col lec t ive func t iona l dynamics of 

society, anthropology had l i t t le to say on 

i n d i v i d u a l f igures (cf. F a l k - M o o r e 1993), 

thus r e in fo rc ing the c l i che of the A f r i c a n 

as a pass ive consti tuent of a co l l ec t ive 

s o c i a l ent i ty . A n t h r o p o l o g y i n A f r i c a , 

t h o u g h p r o d u c i n g i n s i g h t s i n t o the 

f u n c t i o n i n g of soc ia l dynamics , was part ly 

guil ty of s i m p l i f y i n g societies; it " l eve l l ed" 

A f r i c a n societies by f a i l i n g to grasp their 

" in te rna l d y n a m i c s " i n terms of a possible 

p l u r a l i s m (Hountond j i 1983 , 137). W h e n 

present ing them under the banner of the 

" t r ad i t iona l " as opposed to the "modern" , 

as "c losed" systems, i.e. without developed 

a w a r e n e s s o f p o t e n t i a l t h e o r e t i c a l 

alternatives, be ing opposed to the "open" 

c h a r a c t e r o f s c i e n t i f i c a l l y o r i e n t a t e d 

s o c i e t i e s ( H o r t o n 1 9 7 0 , 1 5 3 f f ) , the 

advantage of a h a n d y t y p i f i c a t i o n was 

probably bought at the expense of be ing 

able to account for poss ib le d i f ferences of 

theory w i t h i n ' t r a d i t i o n a l ' t hough t i n 

A f r i c a . 

A concern about the conscious shap ing of 

meaning wi th in spec i f i c contexts and the 

constant creation and recreation of cul ture 

b y i n d i v i d u a l ac to r s i s e v i d e n c e d i n 

" symbol ic anthropology" (established by 

Geertz et al.), and it is f r o m this ac t ion-

orientated approach that various d i sc ip les 

have been work ing on the fo rmula t ion of 

s u b - p r o j e c t s , c o n c e r n e d w i t h c r o s s -

cu l tura l theories of the "person" , of the 

" s e l f , and of "emot ions" w i t h i n a general 

theory of cul ture . T h e re la t ion between 

k n o w l e d g e a n d p r a c t i c e i s c e n t r a l to 

s t u d i e s i n t h i s t r a d i t i o n , r e c e n t l y 

highl ighted i n Lambek ' s elaborations on a 

cross-cul tural theory of trance and spir i t 

possession based on f i e ldwork i n Mayotte . 

The major p r inc ip l e of orientat ion for an 

anthropology of knowledge that L a m b e k 

pursues is the s t r ic t adhe rence to the 

internal cu l tura l c r i te r ia of "knowledge" 

and its spec i f i c forms of soc i a l prac t ice 

(1993, 9). The envisaged anthropology of 

p h i l o s o p h i e s w o u l d s u b s c r i b e to t h i s 

p r inc ip l e rule , but nevertheless it w o u l d 

not want to give up the quest for a g loba l ly 

appl icable understanding of ph i losoph ica l 

k n o w l e d g e , as d i f f e r e n t i a t e d f r o m 

m y t h i c a l , r e l i g i o u s , o r s c i e n t i f i c 

knowledge, and incorporat ing the in terna l 

d y n a m i c s of p o s s i b l y s e v e r a l f o rms of 

reflexivity. A s discussed above, this object 

seems achievable , us ing the f ramework of 

Cassirer 's phi losophy of cul ture w h i c h is 

i n the background of Geertz 's s y m b o l i c 

anthropology. 

Geertz h imself , though c r i t i c i zed for be ing 

too casual i n his own ethnographic work , 

seems to be one of few anthropologists wi th 

b o t h p h i l o s o p h i c a l b a c k g r o u n d a n d 
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interest i n exp l i c i t l y observing dis t inct ly 

ph i lo soph ica l act ivi ty i n the cultures they 

s tudy . V i v i d l y , G e e r t z d e s c r i b e d the 

w i d e s p r e a d " i n t e l l e c t u a l a c t i v i t y " and 

" p h i l o s o p h i c a l o b s e s s i o n " of Javanese 

people (1993b , 60) , w h i l e on the other 

h a n d n o t i n g the s m a l l e x t e n t of 

"ph i losoph ica l sophis t icat ion" i n Bal inese 

r e l i g i o n ( 1 9 9 3 a , 175) . H o w f a r these 

statements are adequate cannot be judged 

here , the point is that a sens i t iv i ty for 

ph i lo soph ica l ref lec t ion as human activity 

potential ly to be found i n any culture is 

apparent i n these observations. In both 

cases "ph i lo soph ica l " is used according to 

the def in i t ion above: it refers to a loca l ly 

embedded ref lec t ion of loca l knowledge, 

a loca l reflexive discourse on forms of local 

knowledge. 

C r i c k (1982) i n a survey of anthropology 

of knowledge , and A s a d (1979) on the 

analysis of ideology, make important points 

for such anthropological investigation of 

the ph i losoph ica l sphere, situated i n other 

c u l t u r e s , p o s s i b l y o the r " c u l t u r e s of 

s c i e n c e " (c f . F r a n k l i n 1 9 9 5 ) . 

Unders tanding anthropology of knowledge 

as " a reminder of what anthropology is 

cen t r a l ly concerned w i t h " (287), C r i c k 

emphasises the intimate relat ion between 

a n t h r o p o l o g y of k n o w l e d g e " a n d the 

needed ref lexivi ty i n the d i sc ip l ine as a 

whole" (308). Argu ing f rom the perspective 

of A f r i c a n d iv ina t ion , Peek joins i n wi th 

this c a l l (1991,10) , regretting that A f r i c a n 

p h i l o s o p h y has so f a r not dea l t w i t h 

d i v i n a t i o n (13 ) . A n t h r o p o l o g y of 

knowledge is thus characterized as part of 

the ph i lo soph ica l core of the d i s c ip l i ne , 

and I understand this c a l l for a stronger 

ph i lo soph ica l stance i n anthropology also 

as a c a l l for a closer cooperation between 

anthropology and philosophy. W h i l e A s a d 

points at the i d e o l o g i c a l character and 

context of anthropological research w h i c h 

is e spec ia l ly precar ious when occup ied 

wi th ideologies of other cultures, he also 

h i g h l i g h t s that " l o o k i n g f o r a n d 

r e p r o d u c i n g the essen t ia l mean ings of 

a n o t h e r s o c i e t y ' s (...) s h o u l d be 

problematized far more than it has been" 

(1979, 623), so that the par t icular i t ies of 

the ideologies dealt wi th w i l l no more be 

r e d u c e d to d e - c o n t e x t u a l i z e d 

generalizations. 

D u r i n g the last two decades anthropology 

has moved towards these direct ions. Some 

d e n s e a n d c a u t i o u s l y w r i t t e n 

ethnographies w h i c h use loca l terminology 

and systematic explanation of fundamental 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g s of s o c i e t y as c e n t r a l 

g u i d e l i n e s have b e e n produced^' ; a n d 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l t heo ry is m e a n w h i l e 

s t r e s s i n g " r e l a t i o n a l i t y " a n d 

" p o s i t i o n a l i t y " as k e y c o n c e p t s f o r 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l e n q u i r y ' , i n d i c a t i n g a 

d e f i n i t e s h i f t a w a y f r o m s t r i c t a n d 

essentialist categories. A n anthropology of 

ph i lo soph ie s c o u l d take off f r o m here, 

t a k i n g a d v a n t a g e of the f a c t that 

r e l a t i o n a l i t y is of c e n t r a l c o n c e r n to 

Cassirer 's cu l tu ra l phi losophy. Strathern 

understands cul ture to be " a re la t ional 

term" (1995,157) - just as Cassirer (1995, 

245 ) thus "the e x p l i c i t n e s s of (...) 

relational premises" (Strathern 1995,166) 

of anthropological enquiry is shared. For 

t h i s i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y p r o j e c t s u c h a 

c o m m o n p r e m i s e i s c r u c i a l : it 

methodologically unif ies and forms a basis 

fo r the agenda. S i n c e " p h i l o s o p h y " is 

d e f i n e d i n r e l a t i o n to " c u l t u r e " , 

ph i losoph ica l discourse and i n q u i i y are 

understood as culture-relat ional activit ies. 

Turn four: from anthropology of 
religion to anthropology of 
philosophies, in Africa 

In 1971 , Okot p 'B i t ek was to some extent 

jus t i f ied i n his general reproach of Western 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l s t u d i e s of A f r i c a n 

religions, saying the latter had "never been 

the object of study i n thei r own r igh t" 
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(102). Today, however, he wou ld probably 
not insis t on h is verdict anymore, for, as 
another formerly fierce cr i t ic has observed, 
"anthropology is not what it used to be" 
( H o u n t o n d j i 1996 , x i x ) . In the f i e l d of 
r e s e a r c h o n t r a d i t i o n s a n d c u r r e n t 
p rac t ices of A f r i c a n thought and be l i e f 
sys tems s e v e r a l p a r t i c u l a r l y s ens i t i ve 
approaches have evolved w h i c h strive to 
present A f r i c a n re l ig ious pract ices and 
i n s t i t u t i o n s "as they r e a l l y a r e " , i . e . 
c o n c e i v e d and exper ienced f r o m w i t h i n 
society (p 'Bi tek 1971 , 7). In this section, I 
s h a l l present some such examples. They 
are related to my interest i n ph i losoph ica l 
d i s c o u r s e a n d w i l l be t a k e n as 
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l a n d e t h n o g r a p h i c 
reference points . 

R e l i g i o n and phdosophy, as fundamenta l 
forms of knowledge and of pract ice , have 
always been c lose ly interrelated. Th i s can 
be s e e n i n the E u r o p e a n h i s t o r y o f 
ph i losophy w h i c h was bas ica l ly l i n k e d to 
and embedded i n religious discourse, un t i l 
a fundamenta l "secu la r" break dur ing the 
17th and 18th centuries separated the two. 
S i m i l a r l y , th i s c a n be shown f o r other 
r e f l e c t i v e t r ad i t i ons w h i c h are a lways 
d e t e r m i n e d by the c u l t u r a l f r a m e w o r k 
w i t h i n w h i c h th i s takes p l a c e . I n the 
Eu ropean context it seems relat ively easy 
to d i f fe ren t ia te between the two forms , 
re l ig ion be ing def ined with reference to an 
u l t i m a t e f u n d a m e n t a l b e l i e f p r o j e c t e d 
toward another, separate and divine wor ld , 
and philosophy, being characterized by the 
l ack of such a belief , and by its questioning 
attitude i n reasoning and s t r iving to make 
sense o f a r e a l i t y that o f t e n s e e m e d 
i r reconci lable wi th rationality. However, i n 
other cu l tu ra l regions the di f ferent ia t ion 
might not be made wi th the same clari ty. 
A f a m o u s e x a m p l e is B u d d h i s m : even 
special is ts f i n d it hard to agree whether it 
is phi losophy or rel igion, both, or nei ther— 
here, the quest ion whether the notion of 
' G o d ' is necessary to c a l l a fundamenta l 
doctr ine a re l ig ion , is a c r u c i a l matter. 

In A f r i c a , things are again different s ince 

"there is no other-wordliness i n A f r i c a n 

re l ig ious thought" (p 'B i t ek , 109) i n the 

sense of an aspirat ion to paradise i n the 

af ter l i fe , and there is often no H i g h - G o d . 

G e n e r a l l y s p e a k i n g , A f r i c a n r e l i g i o u s 

practice is oriented towards this wor ld and 

the here and now whi le u t i l i z ing media t ing 

capaci t ies of re l igious specia l is ts i n order 

to communicate wi th and invoke he lp f r o m 

another, sp i r i tua l but ever-present sphere, 

f r o m w h i c h the ancestors and other spi r i t s 

would part icipate i n the l i f e of the l i v i n g 

community. 

A l though Is lam is one of the dominant and 

p e r v a s i v e r e l i g i o u s f o r m s i n A f r i c a n 

societies, it very often " d i d not supersede 

(...) i n d i g e n o u s c e r e m o n i a l " l i f e , as 

Tr imingham says for Eas t A f r i c a (1964, 

180) but remained a consti tut ive part of 

it. Wha t I wou ld l i k e to put across is that 

although rel igious pract ices and be l ie fs i n 

various cultures apparently differ , they are 

s t i l l o p e n to a c o m m o n t h e o r e t i c a l 

framework wh ich can supply a comparative 

bas i s fo r a p h i l o s o p h i c a l quest i n the 

d i f fe ren t cu l tu res . A n e x p l i c i t , c r i t i c a l 

explanat ion of the bases of pract ices by 

the way of conceptua l reasoning always 

constitutes a ph i l o soph ica l praxis . Some 

ethnographies, when engaging i n exp l i c i t 

d i scu r s ive in te rac t ion w i t h in te rp re t ing 

members of the society i n question i n order 

to find out about the set-up and the reasons 

for the set-up of re l igious pract ices , c an 

already be seen as start ing point for an 

a n t h r o p o l o g y o f p h i l o s o p h i e s as I 

understand it. The ref lexive mechanisms 

of (a cer tain aspect of) soc ia l l i f e are be ing 

examined. In attempting to understand the 

b a s i s o f s p e c i f i c f o r m s o f r i t u a l , 

ethnographers necessar i ly have to d iscuss 

wi th i n d i v i d u a l special is ts i n the theory of 

the r e l i g i o u s p r a x i s o f the c u l t u r e 

c o n c e r n e d , a n d h e r e , the p r o c e s s of 

r e a s o n a b l e e x p l a n a t i o n c o n s t i t u t e s a 

phi losophica l discourse whi le i l l umina t ing 
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r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i c e . N o w , a l though th is 

a l r e a d y p o i n t s at the p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

p o t e n t i a l of some r e l i g i o u s experts i n 

(potentially) every community, the foremost 

interest for an anthropology of philosophies 

does not l i e i n the ph i losoph ica l statement 

inst igated by the inquis i t ive provocation 

of the anthropologist, but i n a cul tura l ly 

i n t e r n a l p r a c t i c e of p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

d i s c o u r s e b e t w e e n m e m b e r s of the 

communi ty itself. 

In this respect, the anthropology of rel igion 

has always had phi losophical flavours once 

i t c o u l d c l a i m to g i v e a n a d e q u a t e 

contextual account of the basic ideas of a 

society. In this sense, one might speak of 

a " h i d d e n t r ad i t ion" of anthropology of 

ph i losophies i n anthropology itself. Fo r 

instance, Levi-Strauss's characterization of 

Boas ' Quesa l id , the K w a k i u t l healer as not 

a healer but a "free th inker" (1993, 178), 

scept ica l of the hea l ing practices that he 

performed and his fo lk be l ieved i n , and 

not h imse l f part of the " soc ia l consensus" 

(180) on h e a l i n g procedures w h i c h he 

h imse l f transformed, can be understood as 

h i n t i n g at the neglec t of a po t en t i a l l y 

f r u i t f u l investigation. A n d although L e v i -

Strauss h imsel f takes interest and pleasure 

i n a socio-psychologica l ref lec t ion on the 

cons t i t u t ion of Quesa l id ' s status as an 

accepted and admired healer, for me this 

also seems to be a hint at the neglected 

category of i n d i v i d u a l f ree th inkers i n 

a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l r e s e a r c h - a n d f r e e 

th inking has been taken as a characteristic 

cr i ter ion of phi losophica l enquiry, whether 

by Kan t or Odera O r u k a . 

More expl ic i t ly , Vic to r Turner's " M u c h o n a 

the Hornet , interpreter of r e l i g ion" (1967, 

1 3 1 - 1 5 0 ) g i v e s us , w i t h o u t a c t u a l l y 

emphas iz ing this, a personal portrait of a 

" t rue p h i l o s o p h e r " (132) who was a 

knowledgeable outsider i n his own society 

and also at the same time a major source 

and central discussant for Turner's theory 

of N d e m b u r i tua l . Not only do we i n this 

text obtain a v i v i d impress ion of the soc ia l 

status of a loca l in te l lec tual , "phi losophy 

d o n " w h o s e e m s d e s t i n e d to be 

p e r m a n e n t l y m i s c o n c e i v e d as a 

"witchdoctor" wi th in his own society (150), 

but the d i scu r s ive process of in tens ive 

d i s c u s s i o n s b e t w e e n s p e c i a l i s t s a n d 

anthropologist is revealed, w h i c h l ed to 

T u r n e r ' s r a the r sobe r a n d o b j e c t i v e -

sounding interpretations of N d e m b u r i tual 

w h i c h he presented i n other, more famous 

texts. 

In the West A f r i c a n context, Fardon (1990) 

places, what for Turner remains more of a 

noteworthy anecdote, into central focus of 

attention i n regard to how his ethnography 

on Chamba r i tua l and re l ig ion came into 

b e i n g . H e i n t r o d u c e s the two m a i n 

' informants ' , both sages of considerable 

ca l ibe r , r ight at the b e g i n n i n g , before 

presenting his interpretations w h i c h were 

largely dependent on media t ion by and 

d iscuss ion with those informants. But he 

also elaborates on the spec i f ic task of the 

ethnographer to be aware and come to 

terms wi th various forms of mis-s ta ted, 

understated, and unstatable knowledge in 

regard to what informants present to the 

a n t h r o p o l o g i s t . A p a r t f r o m the 

m e t h o d o l o g i c a l v a l u e , th is m a n n e r of 

presentation shows a sensi t ivi ty for both 

the vulnerable and fert i le in te rmingl ing of 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l f r a m e w o r k s of the 

an thropologis t and l o c a l i n t e l l e c t u a l s . 

Fardon is r ight fu l ly anxious to convey the 

c o n d i t i o n s of the c o n s t i t u t i o n of 

anthropological knowledge and aware of 

the inherent possible shortcomings (i.e. 

m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s , s i m p l i f i c a t i o n s or 

distortions) these cou ld lead to. The fact 

that the p r o c e s s of the p r o b l e m a t i c 

const i tut ion of ethnographic knowledge, 

partly due to over lapping or even c lash ing 

bas i c f r ameworks of unde r s t and ing , is 

exp l ic i t ly integrated into its presentation 

secures a k i n d of ethnographic integrity. 
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Fardon presents various central aspects of 

a common ph i losoph ica l anthropology of 

the Chamba , fundamental self-conceptions 

of h u m a n l i f e as e x p r e s s e d i n r i t u a l 

pract ice . 

These , as it is wi th Turner's, stay l i n k e d to 

a communal wordview, and the wisdom and 

sensi t iv i ty of the i n d i v i d u a l thinkers who 

in sp i r ed the ethnographer and served as 

h is sources i n the ethnography inevi tably 

become irretraceable and inaccess ib le for 

the reader (as Fa rdon h imse l f points out 

i n h i s i n t r o d u c t o r y c h a p t e r ) . I n 

contradist inction, the documentation of the 

exac t p h r a s i n g of the r ea son ings a n d 

statements of such ind iv idua l s , whenever 

p o s s i b l e , c o u l d c h a r a c t e r i z e a n 

anthropology of ph i losoph ies . The goal 

w o u l d be to provide texts of indigenous 

re f lex ive discourse - as M a u p o i l (1943), 

J a n z e n a n d M a c G a f f e y ( 1 9 7 4 ) , a n d 

Brenne r (1984) d i d - w h i c h can be fur ther 

i n t e r p r e t e d a n d d i s c u s s e d . T h e 

e t h n o g r a p h e r ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n c a n be 

p r i n c i p a l l y f o l l o w e d , a p p r o v e d of or 

d i s m i s s e d b y the r eader who h i m s e l f 

deve lops h i s own in te rpre ta t ion of the 

i nd iv idua l ' s re f lexive interpretat ion of a 

cer ta in aspect of l i f e . 

I n t h i s r e s p e c t , W y a t t M c G a f f e y ' s 

ethnography on " R e l i g i o n and society i n 

Centra l A f r i c a " (1986) is st imulating, since 

he relates re l ig ion i n Bakongo society i n a 

very detai led manner. Its three constitutive 

parts are a descr ip t ion of soc ia l structure 

and its fundamenta l s i n cosmology, the 

"conscious elaboration" that no society can 

do without (3), a description of the religious 

p r a c t i c e s e v o l v e d i n th i s contex t a n d 

finally const i tut ing " re l ig ion as a po l i t i c a l 

sys t em" (169ff) , and an account on the 

h i s t o r i c a l c o n t i n u i t i e s and changes of 

re l ig ious movements i n Bakongo society 

w h i c h pays exp l i c i t , systematic tribute to 

the recogni t ion of the h is tor ica l ly grown 

ca tegor ies of r e l ig ious sages and the i r 

communa l funct ions i n modern condi t ions 

(189ff) . A n internal d u a l i s m of Bakongo-

c o s m o l o g y i s c a r e f u l l y d e p i c t e d . 

M a c G a f f e y uses extensive quotes of the 

Bakongo to i l lustrate and prove his points 

f r o m w i t h i n the s o c i a l p e r s p e c t i v e he 

observes, and overal l his way of re la t ing 

f u n d a m e n t a l s t r u c t u r e s o f r e l i g i o u s 

k n o w l e d g e a n d p r a c t i c e to s o c i a l l i f e 

provides important marks for orientat ion. 

T h e s ame c a n be s a i d o f L a m b e k ' s 

e thnography of knowledge and h e a l i n g 

pract ices on Mayot te (1993) . H i s study 

exempl i f i es p l a s t i ca l ly how prac t ices of 

spir i t possession do not only not oppose 

rational enquiry but might sometimes even 

enhance it , as when the healer consults a 

s p i r i t f o r f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t 

a d e q u a t e t r e a t m e n t , o r w h e n a 

conversa t ion or d i s c u s s i o n takes p l ace 

between spirit and spouse of the possessed. 

In both cases, the communica t ion wi th the 

' spir i t ' is be l ieved to lead to a fu l l e r , more 

complete unders tanding not only of the 

patient or 'possessed', but also of the nature 

of hea l ing and human beings i n general . 

The acceptance of spir i ts as unquest ioned 

pa r t o f c u l t u r a l r e a l i t y i s s i m i l a r l y 

o b s e r v e a b l e i n m a n y o t h e r A f r i c a n 

cu l tu re s , s u c h as f o r e x a m p l e S w a h i l i 

cuhure (cf. Cap lan 1997, Midd le ton 1992), 

and Lambek 's work might provide u se fu l 

guidel ines as to strategies for dea l ing wi th 

healers and their knowledge, even w i t h i n 

the f r a m e w o r k of a n a n t h r o p o l o g y of 

phi losophies . 

A f u r t h e r i l l u m i n a t i n g e x a m p l e of a 

combined study of m e d i u m s h i p , its soc ia l 

func t ion of mediat ing and ba lanc ing power 

d y n a m i c s , a n d h o w c o n t e m p o r a r y 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y s t r u g g l e s f o r p o l i t i c a l 

i n d e p e n d e n c e i n Z i m b a b w e w e r e 

integrated into such mechanisms is g iven 

by D a v i d L a n (1985) . O the r impor tan t 

studies of A f r i c a n re l ig ious pract ice can 

be made fert i le for the current project i n 

r e g a r d to the e t h n o g r a p h i c t a s k s o f 
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i l l u m i n a t i n g the nature of the complex 

h i s t o r i c a l b a c k g r o u n d of the schoo l of 

thought u n d e r obse rva t ion (Fernandez 

1982) , or of " m a k i n g the h i d d e n seen" 

whi le relating ritual practices of knowledge 

to their theoretical consideration (Werbner 

1989). 

W i t h the focus on the intel lectual discourse 

among Tanzanian peasants rather than on 

re l ig ion Fe i e rmann , fo l l owing Gramsci ' s 

de f in i t ion of in te l lec tua l activity, supports 

the point that " a l l people are intel lectuals" 

but on ly some peop le have a l e a d i n g , 

o rgan iza t iona l f u n c t i o n as in te l l ec tua l s 

(Feiermann 1990,18) . W i t h this, he brings 

us back to Kan t s conception of philosophy 

i m Weltbegriff referred to above. Everyone 

is regarded as a potential phi losopher but 

i n a f u l l y s o c i a l l y accep ted sense only 

t h o s e w h o a l s o t a k e pa r t i n the 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y f o u n d e d S c h u l b e g r i f f ­

t r a d i t i o n . I ag ree w i t h F e i e r m a n n ' s 

conv ic t ion that "the study of intel lectuals 

and their d iscourse" , i n whatever society 

they are dealt wi th , constitutes " a strategy 

for wr i t i ng" about people of other societies 

without be ing i n danger of reduc ing them 

to e t h n o g r a p h i c o b j e c t s , s a m p l e s of 

otherness (38). 

A l l of the studies mentioned and possibly 

many more, I suggest, are open to expl ic i t ly 

ph i losophica l readings. A n d such readings 

themselves can contribute to root the study 

of A f r i c a n ph i losoph ica l discourse i n the 

c u l t u r a l l y s p e c i f i c i n t e l l e c t u a l a n d 

religious discourse that has been portrayed 

i n d e p t h f o r s o m e r e g i o n s . S t u d i e s 

d e p a r t i n g f r o m he re w i l l e x t e n d the 

boundaries of anthropological research, on 

A f r i c a n d i s c o u r s e s of k n o w l e d g e a n d 

re l ig ion i n their relat ion to pract ice. W i t h 

emphasis on i n d i v i d u a l thinkers i n their 

soc ia l contexts, such an anthropological 

o u t l o o k c a n a l so be m a d e f e r t i l e f o r 

r e s e a r c h o n A f r i c a n p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

discourse, then and now. W h i l e i n my own 

recent research and f ie ldwork , I have been 

approaching phi losophical discourse i n the 

East A f r i c a n Swahi l i context - where the 

studies of P a r k i n (e.g. 1984, 1 9 8 9 , 1 9 9 5 a 

a n d 1 9 9 5 b ) , e l - Z e i n (1974 ) , P o u w e l s 

(1987), amongst others, provide orientation 

- that concrete project w i l l be elaborated 

upon elsewhere. Here , the ma in task was 

to m a k e a n a r g u m e n t f o r the 

i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y p r o j e c t of an 

anthropology of phi losophies , but also, to 

present an exist ing body of literature i n 

the study of A f r i c a w h i c h c a n p rov ide 

fe r t i l e s t imu la t i on , and some points of 

departure for research i n this ve in . 

Conclusion 

Fol lowing the suggestions of this paper, the 

p e r s p e c t i v e f o r r e s e a r c h on l i v i n g 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l d i s c o u r s e s i n A f r i c a n 

societies opens up i n several direct ions. 

The socia l relevance of thinkers and their 

( p h i l o s o p h i c a l ) s t a t e m e n t s c a n be 

adequately assessed and documented only 

wi th reference to the complex totality of 

socia l contexts, and i n es tabl ishing such 

r e f e r e n c e s , the u t i l i z a t i o n of 

anthropological methods can be c r u c i a l . 

Fur the rmore , i nves t iga t ing h i s t o r i c a l l y 

given cu l tura l forms of discourse that are 

potential mediators of l oca l ph i losoph ica l 

enquiry, and thus c ruc i a l to its character, 

c a n be d i r e c t e d a l o n g these l i n e s , by 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y and a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l l y 

informed studies. In this way, cul tura l ly 

spec i f i c genres of re f lex ive and c r i t i c a l 

discourse can be approached as possible 

forms of ph i losoph ica l expression. C l a i m s 

have very often been made of fhand that 

proverbs , r i dd l e s , and ce r ta in forms of 

poetry "con ta in" or mediate ph i losophica l 

statements. Bu t , i f such c l a i m s s h o u l d 

mean more than the s imple i l lus t ra t ion of 

a c o m m o n s o c i a l k n o w l e d g e or the 

s impl i s t ic e thnophi losophical assumption 

of "col lec t ive phi losophies" , few studies 

have seriously attempted to work out the 
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p h i l o s o p h i c a l c h a r a c t e r or the 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l potent ia l of very s p e c i f i c 

A f r i c a n genres of s o c i a l l y e m b e d d e d 

discourse . A n d even i f the poss ib i l i ty of 

the m e d i a t i o n o f c r i t i c i s m a n d 

ph i l o soph i ca l c r i t ique i n such forms has 

been approached i n different ways, as, for 

example, for A k a n proverbs (Gyekye 1995) 

or Z u l u praise-poetry (Kresse 1998), its 

real documentat ion would s t i l l require one 

step further. If this is to be achieved, that 

i s , s tud ied and d i scussed i n de ta i l , the 

results wou ld also provide guidel ines and 

c lues for the reconstruct ion of the various 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l traditions and histories i n 

ora l societies of A f r i c a . 
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Notes 
1. Which he, as is widely known, claimed Africans did not have (cf. Hegel 1928, pp 135-145). 

2. For 'internal plurahsm' as central feature to philosophical thought in relation to social l ife, 

also see Hountondji 1996 (especially chapter 7), and 1983. 

3. However, still exact enough to distinguish philosophy from religion, science, art, and myth. 

4. Namely history, literature, political science and sociology, in that order. 
5. h is, however, ironic that those anthropologists who refrained from using any contemporary 

approach of political philosophy as a foundation for their own studies on political systems 
in Af r ica (Evans-Pritchard/Fortes 1940, introduction) are now among the first sources of a 
philosophical article dealing with an evaluation of the consensus-principle in Afr ican 
societies (Wiredu 1996, pp 182-190). 

6. E.g. Rosaldo 1980, Valentine 1984, Beidelmann 1993. 

7. Cf. introductions to Fardon 1995, Moore 1996. Strathern 1995, here also pp 153-170. 
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