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Introduction 

A s tudy b y H . O d e r a O r u k a i n 1 9 7 4 

continues to demonstrate the need for a 

thorough re -appra i sa l of the commonly 

he ld be l ie f that A f r i c a n s l ack a philosophy. 

M y thesis i n this study aims at b u i l d i n g 

arguments on Oruka ' s Sage phi losophy, 

w h i c h c a n be termed as a contemporary 

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

e l a b o r a t i o n of th i s thesis w i l l i n c l u d e 

p r o v i d i n g p r a c t i c a l e x a m p l e s of sage 

ph i losophy i n the works and pol i t i cs of 

Jaramogi Oginga Odinga.^ 

The approach of the present analysis w i l l 

be to use Odinga's po l i t ics as a reference 

po in t w h i l e t r y i n g to show how O r u k a 

a n s w e r s b a s i c q u e s t i o n s abou t sage 

phi losophy and leaves an inde l ib le mark 

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

d iscuss ion shal l refer to phi losophy among 

other things as: a human ref lec t ion on l i f e 

and nature, on what there is and what could 

be.^ F o l l o w i n g i n the footsteps of O r u k a , 

sage p h i l o s o p h y c a n be d e f i n e d as 

compr i s ing of the expressed thoughts of 

w i s e m e n a n d w o m e n i n a n y g i v e n 

community , and is a way of t h ink ing and 

e x p l a i n i n g the w o r l d that f l u c t u a t e s 

be tween p o p u l a r w i s d o m ( w e l l - k n o w n 

communal maxims, aphorisms and general 

common sense truths) and didactic wisdom 

(an e x p o u n d e d w i s d o m and a r a t i ona l 

thought of some given ind iv idua l s w i th in 

a community).^ 

The concrete purpose of Oruka 's study of 

sage phi losophy was to deny the c l a i m that 

t radi t ional A f r i c a n peoples were innocent 

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

a u t o m a t i c a l l y l a c k e d i n d i v i d u a l s w i t h 

ratiocinative abil i t ies. O r u k a leaves a mark 

by s h o w i n g v i a " s agac ious d i d a c t i c s " 

(which involves an interview or d iscuss ion 

go ing on end l e s s ly th rough twists and 

turns)'* that t r ad i t i ona l A f r i c a n s were 

c a p a b l e o f l o g i c a l a n d m e t h o d i c a l 

reasoning. 

Sage phi losophy can be d iv ided into two 

categories: popular or fo lk sagacity, and 

phi losophic sagacity. The former is a body 

of basic pr inc ip les and tenets that underl ie 

a n d j u s t i f y the b e l i e f , c u s t o m s a n d 

p rac t i ces of a g i v e n cul ture .^ In other 

words , the f o l k sage i s b o u n d by the 

community 's culture, values and norms i n 

a conservative enterprise. The fo lk sage 

c a n be c a l l e d a good s tuden t of the 

community 's culture and values, and also 

participates i n po l i c i ng those values. The 

fo lk sage can be compared to a poet who 

c a n r e c i t e , or a g e o g r a p h e r who c a n 

describe his area wi th m u c h competence. 

F o l k sages are also ident i f iab le by their 

consistent i nab i l i t y to isolate their own 

opinions f rom the beliefs of the community 

and their ready inc l ina t ion to take refuge 

beh ind the popular wisdom whenever they 

are in te l lectual ly challenged.^' The fa i lure 

of the fo lk sage to apply c r i t i ca l objections 

to fo lk bel iefs makes h i m or her f a l l into 

the category of " t radi t ional is t ." 

The phi losophic sage, l i k e the fo lk sage, 

knows the ca rd ina l bel iefs and wisdom of 

his or her community, and then goes ahead 
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to q u e s t i o n i n d e p e n d e n t l y what other 

p e o p l e take f o r g ran ted . T h i s c r i t i c a l 

analysis is second order phi losophy per se. 
T h e p h i l o s o p h i c sage re-evaluates the 

unde r ly ing bel iefs of the communi ty and 

comes up wi th an independent stand that 

can d i f fe r markedly f rom the community 's . 

T h e p h i l o s o p h i c sage i s t h u s f u l l y 

comparable wi th Socrates who quest ioned 

knowledge based on authority and tr ied to 

come up wi th a new fo rm of knowledge. 

T h e p h i l o s o p h i c sage i s s k e p t i c a l o f 

c o m m u n a l agreements and employs an 

open m i n d to test communa l conformity. 

The quest ion to be posed here is: does one 

need to become a fo lk sage f irs t before 

going ahead to become a phi losophic sage? 

It may be a rgued that fo r one to be a 

ph i losoph ic sage, he or she must be w e l l 

v e r s ed w i t h the t r ad i t ions , va lues and 

norms of the community. For, i f he or she 

has to c r i t i c ize the values, he or she must 

have a basis for this. We cannot c r i t i c ize 

or quest ion what we do not have or know. 

F o r i n s t ance the c o n t i n u e d s tudy and 

c r i t i c i s m of sage phi losophy can only take 

place i f we have the basis. Sage philosophy 

can only be developed i f most of Oruka's 

works on il l i terate sages can be augmented 

by a study on l i v i n g literate sages who are 

suggested by the communi ty i n w h i c h the 

sages are res id ing . Perhaps i f we study the 

works of s tatesmen or some po l i t i c i an s 

(wha t O r u k a c l a s s i f i e s as 

n a t i o n a l i s t - i d e o l o g i c a l ph i losophy)" we 

may soon discover that a cont inued study 

of ph i losophy w i l l eventually intertwine or 

m e r g e w i t h n a t i o n a l i s t - i d e o l o g i c a l 

phi losophy. Maybe A l i M a z r u i had this i n 

m i n d when he wrote that M w a l i m u Ju l ius 

Nyerere of Tanzania is the example par 
excellence o f the sage r u l e r , a n d the 

f o r e m o s t e x p o n e n t of the use o f 

documentary r ad ica l i sm to impart a ruler's 

t e a c h i n g to h i s c o u n t r y m e n . ^ O r u k a 

accepts that Nyerere is a sage. 

The study of literate sages, however, can 

be c o m p l i c a t e d by the f a c t that they 

possess western educat ion . T h i s c a n be 

controversial as it can be argued that it 

does not q u a l i f y as au then t i c A f r i c a n 

ph i lo sophy . In a d d i t i o n , many m o d e r n 

youth cr i t ic ize A f r i c a n tradit ions without 

necessari ly understanding the unde r ly ing 

concepts beh ind them. A m o n g the Luos of 

K e n y a , brothers must marry i n descending 

order, the older brother m a n y i n g first. Most 

L u o youth c r i t ic i se this without keep ing 

the under ly ing concept of respect i n m i n d . 

T h i s den ies them the status of a sage 

philosopher s ince a sage phi losopher must 

first be f ami l i a r wi th a t radi t ion i n order to 

be able to c r i t ic i se it properly. 

Relation between the Sage and the 
Philosopher 

O r u k a states that sages have at least two 

abi l i t ies : insight and e th ica l inspiration.*^ 

H e indi rec t ly agrees that though a sage 

may be a phi losopher and v ice-versa , the 

sage goes further than some phi losophers 

by be ing wise. T h i s means that the term 

" s a g e " m e a n s m o r e t h a n the t e r m 

"phi losopher ." Th i s is why I tend to th ink 

that a study of some of A f r i c a n po l i t i c i ans 

w i l l eventual ly show that some of the i r 

thought and prac t ice w i l l mean m o v i n g 

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

p h i l o s o p h y ca tegory i n to p h i l o s o p h i c 

sagacity. Nyerere may eventual ly prove to 

be a sage ph i losopher , w h i l e N k r u m a h 

might r ema in i n na t i ona l i s t - i deo log i ca l 

philosophy, the reason be ing that Nyerere 

manifes ts ins ight and w i s d o m by b e i n g 

m u c h more i n l ine wi th the needs of his 

p e o p l e t h a n the m o r e h i g h f l o w n a n d 

abstruse theor iz ing of N k r u m a h . T h i s 

m a y l e a d to the q u e s t i o n , m u s t the 

phi losopher have extraordinary p rac t i ca l 

sk i l l s to qua l i fy as a sage? T h i s is our next 

preoccupat ion. 

240 



Sage Philosophy 

Emphasis on Jaramogi Oginga Odinga 

Jaramogi Oginga Odinga of Bondo Distr ict , 

N y a n z a P r o v i n c e , w a s K e n y a ' s 

V ice -P res iden t between 1963 and A p r i l 

1966, when he surrendered pub l i c off ice 

as V i c e P r e s i d e n t o f K e n y a , a n d 

announced that he cou ld no longer support 

the government 's p o l i c i e s at home and 

ab road . O d i n g a became Ker (u l t imate 

sp i r i tua l and po l i t i c a l leader of the Luos) 

i n 1954.^^ H e was known as the doyen of 

opposi t ion pol i t ics i n K e n y a . H e became 

the C h i e f opposi t ion leader i n parl iament 

a f t e r K e n y a ' s m u l t i - p a r t y e l ec t ions i n 

1992. H e passed away i n 1994, aged 83 

years. 

Oginga Odinga is taken here as a reference 

po in t because of h i s p o l i t i c a l a c u m e n 

w h i c h l e f t b o t h h i s f r i e n d s a n d foes 

a d m i r i n g h i s s k i l l s . H i s cont r ibut ion to 

h u m a n k i n d and unquest ionable mix of 

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

norms are fascinating. L i k e Nyerere he was 

a m a n of the masses. If e thn ic i ty and 

roya l i sm were not factors i n pol i t i cs , then 

Odinga 's ideology would have made h i m 

the u l t imate occupant of this country's 

highest p o l i t i c a l post. The emphasis on 

O d i n g a is jus t i f i ed on the grounds that he 

prac t iced pol i t ics both as thought (ideal), 

and practically. H e was a committed leader 

who endured untold hardships i n the cause 

of jus t ice and democracy. We know that 

rea l p o l i t i c a l l eadersh ip does not come 

wi th the urge to achieve q u i c k results. A s 

he states, p o l i t i c s i nvo lves conf ron t ing 

d i f f i c u l t object ive c i rcumstances wi th the 

s u b j e c t i v e w i l l that is c o m m i t t e d to a 

purpose. 

O g i n g a O d i n g a i n man i f e s t ing d idac t i c 

wisdom employed analyt ical and reflective 

methodology, a l l of wh ich are prerequisites 

o f p h i l o s o p h y . T h e r e are n u m e r o u s 

e x a m p l e s w h i c h s h o w h o w O d i n g a 

expressed d idac t ic wisdom. To start wi th . 

i n h i s ro l e i n a l e g a l t u s s l e , O d i n g a 

cr i t ic ized the U m i r a Kager c lan , w h i c h was 

engaged i n a court standoff wi th the widow 

of a Na i rob i based c r i m i n a l lawyer ( S . M . 

Otieno)^^. The c l an ins is ted that Otieno be 

bur ied i n his ancestral l and i n N y a m i l a 

V i l l a g e , N y a l g u n g a S u b - L o c a t i o n i n 

Cent ra l A l e g o , S iaya Dis t r ic t about 300 

miles away f rom N a i r o b i . Od inga , despite 

be ing a Luo,^^^ argued that a L u o cou ld be 

bur ied anywhere i n K e n y a , thus meaning 

that Wambui Otieno, the widow, could bu iy 

her husband i n his upper Matas ia farm i n 

Ngong , a few mi les f r o m N a i r o b i . S u c h 

c r i t i c a l w i s d o m d i d not please the L u o 

community i n N a i r o b i . 

It is p o p u l a r l y a c c e p t e d among m a n y 

people that morali ty belongs to the chu rch 

and should not have a place i n the pol i t ica l 

arena. In other words, the best po l i t i c i an 

is seen as the one who is not preoccupied 

wi th e th ical issues such as truth, honesty 

and candidness. The best pol i t ic ian thrives 

on l i e s . O d i n g a re jec ts th is no t ion by 

stating that pol i t ics should be based on the 

m o r a l - h o n o u r c o n c e p t i o n of p o w e r . " 

Odinga was also against the phi losophy of 

the "strong"as the embodiment of jus t ice : 

for h i m , power should be endorsed as the 

moral honour and not as the radiat ion of 

might. 

W i s d o m , it can be contended, is a qual i ty 

w h i c h e n a b l e s a p e r s o n to u t i l i z e 

knowledge of his t radi t ions and human 

nature and objective judgement about l i f e 

and human reasoning. Jaramogi Oginga 

Odinga exempl i f i ed this k i n d of ref lec t ion 

on l i fe i n his prophecies and ontology. H e 

stated that he had no spec ia l secrets but 

d i d understand human relations. In early 

1 9 9 1 , he s tated that by b e i n g a good 

student of wor ld events (relations between 

north and south) he predicted the returning 

of the mult i-party system to K e n y a . Th i s 

was an objective judgement i n that wi th 

the col lapse of communi sm and hence the 
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e n d of c o l d war , A f r i c a n states were 

r e q u i r e d b y the West to change t he i r 

p o l i t i c a l s y s t e m . I n 1 9 6 7 , O d i n g a 

proc la imed that K e n y a was i n a state w h i c h 

was N O T Y E T U H U R U . T h e ta lk of a 

second l ibera t ion of K e n y a was later heard 

i n the last decade (1990s). O d i n g a shows 

the two abi l i t i es of a sage - insight and 

e th ica l insp i ra t ion . 

O d i n g a shows e th ica l inspi ra t ion by his 

love fo r t ru th , j u s t i c e and f r e e d o m . In 

e th i c s , one grapples w i t h a l l three. A s 

m u c h as abstract reasoning about the three 

concepts can take place , we know that one 

needs ex t rao rd ina ry p r a c t i c a l s k i l l s to 

pract ice them. Od inga qua l i f i es here by 

h i s b e l i e f i n t ruth as that w h i c h never 

perishes. H i s spec ia l l i k i n g for truth made 

h i m d i f f e r w i t h the f i r s t P r e s i d e n t of 

K e n y a . H e c o u l d have chosen to keep 

qu ie t and take the pres idency . H e d i d 

oppose what to h i m seemed unjust , and 

thus had his posi t ion re l inquished f rom the 

throes of power. A m o n g the un jus t fo r 

O d i n g a were more-so revolving around the 

l a n d q u e s t i o n . H e e v e n r e f u t e d the 

p o p u l a r l y h e l d o p i n i o n among h is L u o 

k i n s m e n that K i k u y u s were wealthy. To 

h i m there were a few aff luent K i k u y u s i n a 

pa tch of very many poor ones. K i k u y u s 

were the ones who were most affected by 

the l a n d c r i s i s . 

F o l k sagacity as earl ier postulated is a raw 

mater ia l for ph i losophic sagacity. Oginga 

O d i n g a f i t s in to this as a possessor of 

popula r w i sdom. Od inga was ins ta l led as 

Ker, i n the sense that he defended L u o 

norms and values. One cou ld only be a 

defender of his or her communi ty norms 

and values i f he or she is w e l l versed i n it. 

Concluding Remarks 

Oginga O d i n g a shou ld be cons ide red a 

sage because he expressed and defended 

phi losophica l counsel ing on various issues 

o f n a t u r e a n d h u m a n l i f e . H e w a s 

concerned with m o r ä l issues i n pol i t ics and 

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

nature of human beings. H e was concerned 

wi th empir ica l pol i t ica l issues and po l i t i ca l 

ph i losophy . O d i n g a q u a l i f i e s as a sage 

because the L u o c o m m u n i t y suppor ted 

what he sa id even i f it contradic ted L u o 

c u s t o m s . F o r e x a m p l e h i s b a c k i n g of 

Wambu i Otieno d i d not stop the Luos f r o m 

endearing themselves to h i m despite the 

fact that Oginga O d i n g a was against a L u o 

tradit ion. 

Samuel E n o c h Stumpf appropriately states 

that Descartes broke wi th the past and gave 

philosophy a fresh start. In particular, since 

h i s s y s t e m of t ru th w o u l d have to be 

der ived f rom one's own rat ional powers he 

w o u l d no l o n g e r r e l y o n p r e v i o u s 

philosophers for his idea of truth, merely 

because it was expressed by someone wi th 

a u t h o r i t y . N e i t h e r the a u t h o r i t y o f 

A r i s t o t l e ' s g rea t r e p u t a t i o n n o r the 

authority of the C h u r c h c o u l d su f f i ce to 

produce the k i n d of certainty Descartes 

s o u g h t . A s m u c h as the l abe l phi losopher 

cou ld apply to Descartes then it can apply 

to Od inga . O d i n g a ques t ioned the w e l l -

k n o w n L u o c o m m u n a l m a x i m s a n d 

authority of the f irst K e n y a n Pres ident , a l l 

i n search of truth. Detentions and arrests 

could not stop h i m f rom producing the k i n d 

of certainty he sought. A cont inued study 

of sage phi losophy requires the endeavor 

of a l l commit ted to the development of 

A f r i c a n philosophy. 
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