
THE ROLE O F SAGACITY IN 
RESOLVING CONFLICTS 

PEACEFULLY 

Bekele Gutema, Addis Ababa University, Ethiopia 

Sage Ph i losophy is one of the important 

t r e n d s i n c o n t e m p o r a r y A f r i c a n 

philosophy. The search for an alternative 

to the a c r i m o n i o u s deba t e s b e t w e e n 

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

profess ional phi losophy must have been 

one of the factors that encouraged H . Odera 

O r u k a to venture into this area of A f r i c a n 

thought . A n t h o n y Oseghare sees sage 

phi losophy not only as an alternative, but 

a l s o as a new o r i e n t a t i o n i n A f r i c a n 

phi losophy i n the mak ing . 

H e wrote, 

A sage may be l i m i t e d only to the 
ab i l i ty to recount the fo lk , communal 
ideas of h is people i n w h i c h case he 
is a fo lk sage. O n the other hand, it 
was found that there are also the select 
f e w sages a b l e to t r a n s c e n d the 
communa l ideas of their respective 
people i n order to espouse a personal , 
c r i t i c a l p h i l o s o p h y . T h e s e are 
a p p r o p r i a t e l y d e s c r i b e d as 
p h i l o s o p h i c sages . S i n c e t h i s i s 
something novel , it must be regarded 
as ph i lo sophy i n the m a k i n g as i n 
deed the whole of A f r i c a n phi losophy 
w h e n " p h i l o s o p h y " is taken i n the 
formal ized academic sense. I suggest, 
therefore, that Sage Phi losophy is the 
cornerstone of this new orientation.^ 

O r u k a bel ieved that "reason and ref lect ion 

are not monopolies or unique traits of any 

one given race: they are human qualities."^ 

T h e asser t ion that there is no A f r i c a n 

phi losophy ul t imately leads to the den ia l 

of reason to the A f r i c a n and tries to present 

the A f r i c a n i n the cover of magic and extra-

rat ional t radi t ional ism. 

It is this attempt to see the A f r i c a n , his 

cul ture , ways of l i f e and the l i k e as part 

and parce l of human c i v i l i z a t i o n w h i c h 

more or less partake i n a l l human activities 

and endeavors i n c l u d i n g that of reason, 

that l ed O r u k a to the work he d i d among 

the K e n y a n sages. E x p l a i n i n g this he 

writes, "we came up wi th the list and texts 

of sages whose thought and practice were 

c r i t i ca l and ref lect ive. It is the thought of 

s u c h sages tha t I h a v e c a l l e d Sage 

Philosophy."*^ H e d i d his research among 

the K e n y a n sages a n d came up w i t h 

f ind ings that showed that some of these 

sages were p e o p l e w i t h more or l ess 

considered c r i t i ca l and independent ideas 

on what are important aspects of human 

l i f e a n d a c t i v i t y . T h e i r i d e a s on the 

meaning of existence, G o d , the good, and 

so on , are i n many cases o r i g i n a l and 

important ph i losoph ica l discourses on a 

whole range of issues concerning the sages' 

immediate surroundings. In addit ion, these 

though t s c o n s t i t u t e the raw d a t a f o r 

ph i losoph ica l analysis . 

Now, what is sagacity? Sagacity bas ica l ly 

is wisdom, understood i n a wide sense to 

be the ideas of those known to be wise by 

members of their communi t ies . Sagacity 

c o u l d a l s o m e a n the e n s e m b l e o f 

f u n d a m e n t a l k n o w l e d g e a n d 

understanding that constitutes the habits . 
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customs and experiences of a people. It is 

t h i s p h e n o m e n o n w h i c h b a s i c a l l y i s 

w i s d o m that o n the one h a n d has a 

p rac t i ca l s ign i f i cance i n soc ia l l i f e and on 

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

departure i n ph i losoph ica l del iberat ions. 

A s F . O c h i e n g ' - O d h i a m b o s a i d , 

"phi losophic sagacity contends that among 

the va r ious A f r i c a n c o m m u n i t i e s exis t 

i n d i v i d u a l s who, despite the fact that they 

h a v e not h a d the b e n e f i t of s t u d y i n g 

W e s t e r n p h i l o s o p h y , are neve r the l e s s 

c r i t i c a l independent thinkers."'* 

O r u k a dis t inguishes between two types of 

sagacity. These are sagacity as popula r 

w i s d o m and sagacity as d idact ic wisdom. 

H e wrote, 

[sagacity as popular wisdom] consists 

o f m a x i m s , a p h o r i s m s , a n d w i s e 

sayings associated wi th no par t icular 

persons, yet they are popularly known 

and general ly employed i n the oral 

l i terature of the community. [Sagacity 

as d idac t ic wisdom] is an expounded 

and wel l - reasoned thought of some 

ind iv idua l s i n a given cul ture. Such 

i n d i v i d u a l s may be famous i n their 

communi ty but they may also be very 

m u c h u n k n o w n to the c o m m u n i t y 

s ince wise persons do not always go 

about s e l l i ng their wisdom.^ 

O r u k a takes as ph i losoph ic sages those 

people who have expounded and reasoned-

out though t s on i m p o r t a n t a spec t s of 

human l i f e . W h i l e the first type of sagacity 

requires that one can exp la in maxims of 

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

requires that one is c r i t i c a l of the popular 

sayings, and recommends that ideas that 

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

generations as absolute truths be evaluated 

i n the l i g h t o f reason before they are 

accepted. 

It is a c r i t i c a l re f lec t ion on the f irst 

order (culture ph i losophy) . . . it is a 

cr i t ica l rebel l ion against the first order 

conformity and anachronism. W h i l e 

the first order glor i f ies the c o m m u n a l 

conformity , p h i l o s o p h i c sagaci ty is 

s k e p t i c a l of c o m m u n a l consensus , 

and it employs reason to assess it . 

W h i l e the f i r s t o r d e r i s p u r e l y 

absolutist and ideo log ica l the second 

order is generally open-minded and 

rat ional is t ic . Its truths are g iven as 

tentat ive and r a t i o c i n a t i v e , not as 

God-sent messages.^' 

A cursory glance at the interviews of O r u k a 

wi th the sages shows that there were sages 

w h o f o r i n s t a n c e s a i d that G o d i s a 

postulation by man as the idea of goodness 

or v i r tue . The re were a lso sages who 

u n d e r s t o o d G o d as the w h i t e m a n ' s 

witchcraf t . I do not th ink that there is a 

point i n arguing that their ideas about G o d 

were correct or not. The important th ing 

is that they had the cur iosi ty and courage 

to make investigation into the idea of G o d , 

and the result is that they were able to 

understand the object of their thought i n 

the l ight of reason. In effect it means they 

wondered about the nature of G o d , h u m a n 

l i f e , etc. Does not phi losophy begin i n this 

ac t o f w o n d e r i n g ? It i s t h i s ac t o f 

wonder ing and seeking an answer to the 

puzz le that draws the demarca t ion l i ne 

between those who accept the maxims as 

opposed to those who w o u l d l i k e to see 

them and the whole gamut of inhe r i t ed 

knowledge and experiences ra t ional ly and 

c r i t i ca l ly . In the way they try to handle 

cer ta in issues w h i c h are of ph i lo soph ica l 

s igni f icance and i n the solutions that they 

p r o v i d e r e g a r d i n g these i s s u e s , the 

phi losophic sages have demonstrated that 

t h e i r e n d e a v o r s c o u l d be c o n s i d e r e d 

ph i losoph ica l . 

I w i l l now suggest that Sage Ph i lo sophy 

can and should play a role i n so lv ing many 
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of A f r i c a ' s crises. A s we know A f r i c a today 

faces grave problems of development. The 

development effort is h indered by a whole 

mnge of factors l i k e A f r i c a ' s p lace i n the 

wor ld economic system, the inabi l i ty and 

i lnwi l l ingness of the ru l ing eli te to handle 

the deve lopment effor t p rope r ly and a 

number of conf l ic t s that revolve around 

khese factors. The A f r i c a n people are now 

faced wi th the daunt ing task of redirect ing 

a l l their efforts towards development. The 

grave problems of poverty, environmental 

degradation, increase i n popula t ion and 

the l i k e cou ld only be properly tack led i f 

the A f r i c a n people are i n a pos i t ion to 

resolve conf l ic ts that are raging through 

the continent. Th i s is important because 

It i s the a b i l i t y to r e s o l v e c o n f l i c t s 

peacefu l ly that w i l l enable A f r i c a n s to put 

a l l t h e i r e f for t s at the d i s p o s a l of the 

development endeavor. 

In many A f r i c a n countries today there are 

^lass , e thnic , gender, re l igious, and other 

con f l i c t s . Gene ra l ly speak ing whatever 

manifestations they may have, the confl icts 

b o i l down to the issue of sharing wealth 

ahd power. Conf l i c t resolut ion, therefore, 

requires work ing out a mechanism that, on 

the one h a n d , e n a b l e s r e s o l v i n g the 

existent conf l ic t s , and on the other, f inds 

ways for members of society to f i n d and 

grapple with the source(s) of confl ic t . Sages 

hiostly have a basic understanding of the 

i n d i v i d u a l i n society, soc ia l l i f e and the 

" n a t u r a l o r d e r " at l a r g e . T h e i r 

l inderstanding of confl ic t and its resolution 

can be attributed to the manner i n w h i c h 

soc ia l l i f e is understood. 

Wha t is the role of sagacity i n resolving 

conf l i c t s? Fi rs t ly , the issue of democracy 

and the effort at democrat izat ion seem to 

be the m a i n a g e n d a i n m a y A f r i c a n 

countr ies . The democrat izat ion process 

has been h indered by two m a i n problems. 

F i rs t , there is the l ack of po l i t i ca l w i l l by 

the A f r i c a n m l i n g elite. They are not ready 

to share power and w e a l t h . T h e y are 

supposed to be at the foref ront of this 

process but they are becoming a hindrance 

to i t s p r o g r e s s . S e c o n d l y , h o w the 

democratization process w i l l work i n the 

midst of our cultures is not c lear ly worked 

out. I do not want to argue that, because 

A f r i c a had a di f ferent p o l i t i c a l cu l ture , 

t radit ion, histoiy, etc., democracy w i l l not 

work i n A f r i c a . But at the same time i n 

order to take deep root i n A f r i c a it is 

necessary that democracy tries to work i n 

harmony wi th the previously established 

tradit ion and culture. 

For the sages, corruption designates taking 

a departure f rom the normal, natural course 

of things. Due to their basic understanding 

of soc ia l l i f e sages are commited to the 

betterment of society. Indeed something 

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

phi losophers , but a gu id ing p r inc ip l e of 

sagacity is the commitment that they have 

to establish a good society. The i r purpose 

is more prac t ica l than academic. It can . 

t h e r e f o r e , be a r g u e d that t h e i r 

understanding of soc ia l l i f e , the good w i l l 

and commitment to a better society w i l l 

not give a place to corrupt rulers. 

Regard ing the second point , exp la in ing 
how decisions were made i n the court of a 
ch ie f i n early 20th Century South A f r i c a . 
M a n d e l a sa id . 

The meetings wou ld cont inue un t i l 

some k i n d of consensus is reached. 

They ended i n unanimi ty or not at a l l . 

U n a n i m i t y , however , m i g h t be an 

agreement to disagree, to wait for a 

more prop i t ious t ime to propose a 

solut ion. Democracy meant a l l men 

were to be heard, and a dec i s ion was 

taken together as a people. Major i ty 

rule was a foreign notion. A minor i ty 

was not to be crushed by a majority. ' 
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There are a number of s imi la r statements 

by A f r i c a n leaders l i k e Kenne th K a u n d a , 

Ju l i u s Nyerere , and others. A l t h o u g h i n 

the case of leaders l i ke K a u n d a , the notion 

of consensus was used to jus t i fy the one 

party system, it nevertheless underl ines an 

important aspect of A f r i c a n po l i t i c a l l i f e 

w h i c h has to be taken seriously i f current 

attempts at democrat izat ion have to bear 

f r u i t s . K a u n d a s a i d , " I n our o r i g i n a l 

societ ies we operated by consensus. A n 

issue was ta lked out i n solemn conclave 

u n t i l s u c h t ime as agreement c o u l d be 

achieved."^ Nyerere sa id , " I n A f r i c a n 

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

conduc t ing affairs is by free d i s c u s s i o n . . . 

the elders sit under b ig trees, and talk un t i l 

they agree. 

We have to see that these points suggest 
that the m e c h a n i s m of dec i s ion m a k i n g 
takes care of resolving confl icts by not only 
enab l ing everyone to express his thoughts 
but also by enab l ing a dec i s ion that w i l l 
more or less accommodate the ideas of 
everybody. O f course i n the si tuation of 
today some of these things may not only 
be d i f f i c u l t b u t a l s o i m p o s s i b l e to 
implement . Bu t I th ink it wou ld be wise i f 
an attempt is made to enable a culture that 
has deep roots i n A f r i c a to play a role. If 
t h i s i s done p r o b a b l y our a t tempts to 
resolve some of the confl icts could possibly 
be f r u i t f u l . 

Sagaci ty had its basis i n a m i l i e u where 

the modus operandi, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n 

p o l i t i c a l affa i rs was consensus. Just as we 

r e p l a c e d the i n d i g e n o u s s a g a c i o u s 

reasoning wi th other forms of thought, we 

also rep laced the idea of consensus wi th 

the idea of a major i ty rule , a dictatorship, 

etc. In t ry ing to give a role to sagacity we 

must also give a role to consensus without 

of course exaggerating its contr ibut ion. 

Moreover i f we go deeper into the wisdom 

of the sages, i n addi t ion to grasping the 

whole socio-cul tural processes we can also 

get the opportunity to resolve some of the 

conf l ic ts that threaten our societies. To my 

knowledge the whole extent of the f ind ings 

of O r u k a wi th the K e n y a n sages is not yet 

k n o w n . B u t i f we s i m p l y l o o k at the 

materials that have been pub l i shed up to 

now and the pract ica l impl ica t ions of some 

of these ideas, we can see the weal th of 

use fu l knowledge contained i n sagacity. 

Oruka 's testimony concern ing the b u r i a l 

of S i lvano M e l e a Ot ieno is an example . 

G i v e n the circumstances what the court d i d 

was necessary - namely enabl ing to resolve 

a problem on the basis of an indigenous 

wisdom because the dec i s ion reached on 

the basis of a modern system of laws was 

not acceptable to the communi ty and the 

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

person. T h i s is only a very l i m i t e d aspect 

of A f r i c a n l i fe i n w h i c h indigenous wisdom 

is used to resolve a conf l i c t . It wou ld be 

n a i v e to a s sume that s u c h w i s d o m is 

unable to resolve some of A f r i c a ' s pressing 

problems. There is no solution to a problem 

that can be prescr ibed a p r io r i . W h a t the 

modern way of h fe , cul ture, system of laws, 

etc., present as solutions to diverse soc ia l , 

po l i t i ca l and economic problems are only 

al ternat ives and s h o u l d not be seen as 

being the solutions alone. Without denying 

the complexi ty of the issue and wi th the 

reahzation that it may not be acceptable 

to persons r ep resen t ing other v i e w s , I 

would suggest that it c an be accepted as 

a n a l t e r n a t i v e s e t t l e m e n t . I n s u c h 

situations it may not be possible to make a 

d e c i s i o n or j u d g e m e n t tha t m a y be 

acceptable to everybody. That makes this 

dec i s ion an alternatively better dec i s ion . 

A good example of how sages c o u l d be 

u se fu l to their communi t ies is g iven by 

O r u k a himself where he underl ines the role 

of sagacity i n development. People wi th 

new know l e dge who want to put t he i r 

knowledge to use must take note of the 
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cul ture and psychology of the people that 

they want to serve i f their efforts have to 

b r ing about mean ingfu l changes. Th i s is 

equal ly important i n a l l realms of socio

economic l i f e . A n ef f ic ient and successfu l 

func t ion among one's people presupposes 

that one is knowledgeable of the culture 

of the people that one wants to serve. A s 

O r u k a wrote, " A m o n g the people, sages, 

i f k n o w n are o p i n i o n l e ade r s . P e o p l e 

frequently consult them. Sages are i n many 

ways experts i n the nature and problems 

o f the p e o p l e . O n e e f f e c t i v e w a y to 

understand a people and their culture is 

to go through their sages."^^ 

In issues that involve the relations of the 

people wi th one another, with nature, etc., 

sages are the ones who are able to del iver 

ideas that are based on long experience i n 

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

r e f l e c t i o n . T h e i r i d e a s a s s u m e a n 

es tab l i shed harmony between man and 

nature and also between man and man. The 

or ig in or reason of the harmony cou ld be 

traced to a god that regulates everything 

i n a regular manner or it may even be 

understood as a mere law of nature. Th i s 

assumption is important because it paves 

the way for an orderly and peacefu l soc ia l 

l i f e and moreover impl ies some k i n d of 

ha rmony between man and nature. A n 

oudook based on such an assumption does 

not have a place for hatred and conf l ic t or 

i ts p o t e n t i a l f o r r e s o l v i n g c o n f l i c t s is 

considerable . 

The p rob lem, however, is that the sages' 

expertise is often neglected. Th i s happens 

because , f i r s t l y , "w i se persons do not 

always go about se l l ing their wisdom." A n d 

secondly, the sages: 

...are potential ly and contemporari ly 

i n c lash wi th the die-hard adherents 

of the p r e v a i l i n g c o m m o n b e l i e f s . 

S u c h sages are a l s o c a p a b l e of 

c o n c e i v i n g a n d r a t i o n a l l y 

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

alternatives to the commonly accepted 

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

t r anscend the c o m m u n a l w i s d o m . 

They are l ucky i f the people recognize 

this spec ia l gift i n them. If so, they 

are treated with spec ia l respect and 

t h e i r sugges t ions p e a c e f u l l y and 

posi t ively reform the people. Should 

the people f a i l to recognize their gift , 

then their safety i n the communi ty 

would demand that they remain silent. 

Socrates is a good example of the 

unrecognized sage who f a i l ed to keep 

s i l e n c e . T h u s he c a m e to ' the 

expected, log ica l ly predictable fa te ." 

Add i t iona l ly , it must not be forgotten that 

mos t o f us w h o go t h r o u g h m o d e r n 

education are h ighly infatuated wi th the 

so-cal led Western and modern way of l i f e . 

O u r i n f a t u a t i o n at t i m e s b e c o m e s so 

exaggerated that we seem to attach no 

v a l u e to the i n d i g e n o u s c u l t u r e a n d 

knowledge. Western educat ion cult ivates 

this very passionately. Instead of t rying to 

f i n d out what cou ld be of value i n cer tain 

situations, we think that it is the indigenous 

culture and ways of th ink ing that cause the 

problem and condemn them as backward 

trying to replace them by the Western ones. 

Th i s s imply indicates to what extent the 

Western system has succeeded i n b ra in

washing the educated of the T h i r d Wor ld 

countries. A l though to be educated means 

the appropr i a t ion of new knowledge it 

must, however, be a c r i t i c a l appropriat ion 

that does not take to se l f -denia l . 

Here we must always bear i n m i n d the 

merits of the sages and see what essentially 

dist inguishes them f rom philosophers , as 

we know them i n the a c a d e m i c w o r l d , 

because. 

In a strict sense, a sage has at least 

two a b i l i t i e s , i n s i g h t a n d e t h i c a l 

inspira t ion. So a sage is wise , he has 
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ins ight but he employs this for the 

e t h i c a l b e t t e r m e n t of h i s / h e r 

community . A phi losopher may be a 

sage a n d v i c e v e r s a . B u t m a n y 

p h i l o s o p h e r s do l a c k the e t h i c a l 

commitment and inspira t ion found i n 

a sage. A sage proper, is usual ly the 

f r i e n d of truth and wisdom.^^ 

It is the idea of be ing the f r i end of truth 

that makes sage phi losophy an important 

phenomenon i n A f r i c a n philosophy. It is 

not only cur ios i ty and ind i f fe rence wi th 

w h i c h they dea l wi th the concepts but also 

the par t isanship wi th w h i c h they want to 

use this knowledge for the bettemient of 

society that is important. A s G . Presbey 

says, "the sages are committed to society's 

betterment. B y cha l lenging ind iv idua l s to 

improve themselves moral ly they hope to 

i m p r o v e society."^ '^ C h a l l e n g i n g 

ind iv idua l s to improve society is a broad 

thing. It ranges f rom handl ing development 

issues, through tackl ing a number of social , 

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

reso lv ing conf l ic t s . I f the ideas that are 

grown on l o c a l experience and ref lec t ion 

can solve some of the problems, is there a 

c o n v i n c i n g reason to s t ick to a modern 

system of laws and the l i k e i n a l l spheres 

of l i f e? 

I w o u l d l i k e to describe what I know f rom 

exper ience concern ing reconc i l i a t ion by 

elders . R e c o n c i l i a t i o n by elders plays an 

important role i n E th iop ia , where personal 

conf l i c t s , conf l ic ts between members of a 

family , confl ic ts over property and property 

r ights, even cases of homic ide , conf l ic ts 

between members of different communities 

and others are often resolved by mediat ion 

of e lders i n the communi ty . E l d e r s are 

se lec ted c a r e f u l l y on the basis of their 

knowledge, w i sdom and non-part isanship 

to the c o n f l i c t i n g parties. The notion of 

r econc i l i a t ion by elders presents i tse l f as 

an alternative at times to the o f f i c i a l legal 

system. Conf l i c t s of various categories are 

r e s o l v e d by e l d e r s e v e n at the 

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

judic iary . Moreover, r econc i l i a t ion bases 

i tself on the idea that even i f two persons 

or parties enter into a conf l ic t it is possible 

to overcome it " for the sake of G o d " or " i n 

the name of G o d " as the elders usual ly say, 

and reconci le the con f l i c t i ng parties. 

Wha t the elders do i n the r econc i l i a t ion 

process is to try to f i n d out the truth of the 

matter by t a l k i n g to the par t ies to the 

conf l ic t i n order to render jus t ice . In do ing 

so they enable the offender to request for 

forgiveness and he lp the of fended also to 

come to terms wi th the deed and thereby 

forgive for the sake of G o d . There are cases 

where the offence may be compensated for 

i n m o n e y or s o m e t h i n g s i m i l a r . B u t 

actual ly the important th ing i n this sort of 

reconci l ia t ion is the assumption, that it is 

a l m o s t a l w a y s p o s s i b l e to r e c o n c i l e 

conf l i c t ing parties. T h i s bases i tself on the 

understanding that peace fu l l i f e is natural 

and w i l l e d both by G o d and human beings. 

Th i s puts the con f l i c t i ng parties also i n a 

s i tua t ion where they c a n not r e fuse to 

reconci le s ince re fusa l wou ld i m p l y that 

those who refuse are against the natural 

course of events and eventual ly the w i l l of 

G o d . The very idea of r econc i l i a t ion sets a 

sort of a hierarchy where G o d comes on 

top a n d the e l d e r s are s e e n as h i s 

mouthpieces. The i r mediat ion efforts must 

be acceptable to the con f l i c t i ng parties, or 

the party that refuses reconc i l i a t ion faces 

a number of sanctions by the communi ty . 

T h i s is supported by a long es tabl ished 

t rad i t ion that says d i sobed ience to the 

words of the e l d e r s is t a n t a m o u n t to 

disobedience to the w i l l of G o d . In their 

efforts, the elders use their experiences i n 

l i f e , their knowledge of the culture of the 

people and wisdom. They are those whom 

the members of the communi ty recognize 

as wise that are selected i n most cases. 

Th i s and the number of points emphasized 

i n the paper above are examples of the role 
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of t r a d i t i o n a l w i s d o m i n g e n e r a l a n d 

sagacity i n particular. Th i s constitutes one 

of the points where A f r i c a n ph i losophy 

must involve i tse l f considerably, i f among 

other things it wants to address the issue 

of relevance. B y deal ing with problems that 

are c o n t i n u o u s l y h a u n t i n g A f r i c a n s 

(conflicts of different sorts) and attempting 

to enable an understanding that may help 

i n o v e r c o m i n g the p r o b l e m s , A f r i c a n 

philosophy cou ld be up to its challenges. 

Hence this must be fol lowed f rom the point 

of view of saving this wisdom and f rom its 

pract ical use or s ign i f icance . 

Th i s requires f rom us that we devote an 

important part of our time and resources 

to the fur ther study of sagacity. The way 

this c o u l d be done may vary. We cou ld go 

to the s ages tha t are k n o w n to the 

communi ty and try to learn f rom them by 

using the method used by 0 . Oruka . We 

c o u l d also learn f rom the way they try to 

handle issues, conflicts and other problems 

i n their communities. Moreover this further 

study cou ld also inc lude other ways that 

the communi t i e s handle their problems 

and issues. A s far as resolving conf l ic ts is 

c o n c e r n e d , tales , p roverbs , songs, etc. 

constitute a point of departure f rom w h i c h 

we cou ld ul t imately draw some lessons. 

It i s r e a s o n a b l e to a s sume that w i s e 
persons, as a result of their knowledge and 
their role i n the communi ty are the most 
appropriate to de l iver the ideas that cou ld 
r ende r p o s s i b l e a p e a c e f u l l i f e i n the 
community. A s G . Presbey says, 

...a sage is rooted i n a locat ion and 

has connect ions to the communi ty . 

The rura l A f r i c a n sage, i n contrast to 

the c o n t e m p o r a r y a c a d e m i c 

ph i losopher . . . is i n a context more 

c lose ly related to Socrates' context i n 

a n c i e n t A t h e n s . I n A f r i c a , the 

c o m m u n i t y i s more s t a b l e ; most 

people are there for l i f e . The sage 

knows several generations of the same 

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

know h i m or her for many years. Th i s 

c l o s e n e s s i n l i v i n g toge the r a n d 

k n o w i n g e a c h o the r gene ra t e s a 

philosophy of part icular interest i n the 

community as a whole. Ph i losophy i n 

this context is not marginal ized to the 

ivory tower. 

In view of the vastness of A f r i c a and the 

d ive r s i t y of its cu l tu res it may not be 

possible to point out w h i c h spec i f i c ideas 

are appropriate i n w h i c h situations. I don't 

t h i n k that th i s i s a p p r o p r i a t e e i the r . 

B a s i c a l l y what we have to a c c e p t i n 

p r i n c i p l e is that there are a number of 

v a l u a b l e i d e a s i n the c u l t u r e s a n d 

phi losophies of l i f e that cou ld be factors 

of cohesion by avoiding conf l ic t s . T h e i r 

ut i l i ty depends on how we try to use them 

i n s p e c i f i c s i t u a t i o n s . A s a r e su l t of 

changes i n the last many years some of 

these ideas have been eroded. Indeed there 

are communi t ies that are po ised at the 

junc t ion between two worlds as a result of 

this and the ut i l i ty of the ideas i n such 

communit ies may be very d i f f i cu l t . 

O w i n g to the in t roduc t ion of these new 

i d e a s the p r e v i o u s ones h a v e b e e n 

uprooted; the new ones also could not take 

deep roots. There seems to be an approach 

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

administrators, etc., that new ideas are the 

most use fu l . I th ink that such an approach 

is not h e l p f u l i n conduct ing either da i ly 

affairs or resolving conf l ic t s . Wha t I mean 

by this is that there is a tendency even i n 

many parts of rura l A f r i c a that only the 

"modern ideas" of law, just ice, democracy, 

e t c . , are u s e f u l a n d r i g h t . H e r e the 

pol i t ic ians , administrators and so on take 

the r u r a l c o m m u n i t i e s not as a c t i v e 

part icipants of a process but as passive 

recipients of new ideas, new ideas wh ich 

sometimes make l i t t le or no sense i n the 

c o m m u n i t i e s i n v o l v e d . H e n c e o u r 
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endeavors to b r ing about change resolve 

conf l ic ts , and the l i ke must first of a l l make 

their points of departure the communi t ies 

that we want to serve. Those who want to 

i n v o l v e as in i t i a to r s of change s h o u l d 

perhaps first of a l l try to know what the 

communi t ies want instead of proceeding 

wi th the ideas that are formulated i n places 

that are a bit away f rom these communit ies 

and often t imes hardly address what these 

people want. If we know what the people 

want and understand the way they want to 

go about it , then it can be imagined that it 

may be easier to work out a solut ion wi th 

the agreement of (both) a l l . 

W h a t A f r i c a and the A f r i c a n s need now 

above everything else is to resolve confl icts 

through reconc i l ia t ion . We need a process 

that c o u l d enable us to r e c o n c i l e w i t h 

ourselves, wi th each other, wi th our own 

ideas a n d va lues at large. T h e k i n d of 

f r a t r i c i d e that we o b s e r v e t oday - a 

phenomenon that is passionately fo l lowed 

by the Western m e d i a - i n many parts of 

A f r i c a may be expla ined by the co lon ia l 

legacy and the subsequent developments 

that d i d l i t t l e or nothing to redress the 

in jus t ices of the past. Is it not, however, 

h i g h t i m e that the new g e n e r a t i o n of 

A f r i c a n s takes a departure f rom the usua l 

and o ld ways of resolving conf l ic ts? If the 

b l a c k South A f r i c a n s are able to reconci le 

wi th the whites, wi th a l l their horrendous 

deeds, why can't the Hutus and Tutsis , or 

the Somal is be reconc i led and direct their 

efforts towards b u i l d i n g a common and 

peace fu l future? T h i s can only be possible 

i f the dramatis personae of these acts are 

ready for a new unders tanding that w i l l 

enable them not only to reconci le them 

w i t h others but also wi th themselves . I 

hope that there are a lot of valuable ideas 

i n our phi losophies of l i f e , cultures and 

outlooks that w i l l enable us to reconci le 

and b u i l d a peace fu l soc ia l l i f e . It is one 

of the chal lenges of A f r i c a n phi losophy to 

find out such ideas i n the cultures of the 

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

phi losophy to the cause of the peoples of 

A f r i c a and the issue of relevance can only 

be measured i n its ab i l i ty to de l iver such 

ideas. 

U n d e r l i n i n g the importance of sagacity F. 

Och ieng-Odhiambo s a i d , " . . . ph i losoph ic 

sagaci ty is i n i t s e l f a u s e f u l source of 

informat ion, knowledge and educat ion. In 

A f r i c a today, there has been a concern that 

the y o u t h h a r d l y k n o w a b o u t t h e i r 

cultures."^'^ We largely have educat ional 

systems that do not have respect for the 

home-grown values and various forms of 

indigenous knowledge. We should be able 

to change the s i tuat ion that has already 

taken root and w h i c h assumes that the 

ideas of humanism, democracy, f reedom 

and so on, w h i c h are Western, are the only 

genuine ones. O u r educat ion , therefore, 

must be one w h i c h tries to str ike a balance 

between the good things that we c o u l d get 

f r om abroad and the good things also that 

we c o u l d cul t ivate f r o m the ind igenous 

forms of knowledge. Cons ide r ing how the 

p o l i t i c a l e l i t e abused a n d c o n t i n u e to 

abuse the hard won independence we can 

say that the future of A f r i c a must l i e i n the 

younger generation that has to, however, 

be educated a bi t d i f fe ren t ly . T h i s is a 

y o u n g g e n e r a t i o n that t r u l y wan t s to 

a d d r e s s the i s s u e s o f p o v e r t y a n d 

backwardness. 

We need a young generation that is capable 

of addressing the problems of our societies 

wi th a degree of complexity. Our societies 

are at the c ross roads of t r a d i t i o n a n d 

modernity. We must know and appreciate 

the values conta ined i n the ind igenous 

knowledge, so that we can d iscover that 

indigenous knowledge, i n c l u d i n g sagacity., 

are u s e f u l sou rces of k n o w l e d g e a n d 

e d u c a t i o n . G i v e n that s u c h type of 

k n o w l e d g e is mos t l y not p r e s e r v e d i n 

w r i t i n g , it is exposed to the danger of 

d i sappear ing unnot iceab ly . One s h o u l d 
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only remember the saying that i n A f r i c a 

when an o ld man dies it is tantamount to 

the bu rn ing down of a l ibrary. But i f we 

pay the necessary attention to unravel ing 

the w i s d o m that some of our elders have, 

A C save a considerable part of our heritage 

Tom d isappear ing and at the same time 

ise it for p rac t ica l purposes. 

An A f r i c a n phi losophy that does not try to 

address i t se l f to such a si tuation may not 

lave an important role and value i n A f r i c a . 

A L U A f r i c a n phi losophy that attempts to be 

o n l y s p e c u l a t i v e w i t h o u t h a v i n g to 

(Contribute to the s o l u t i o n of A f r i c a ' s 

joroblems is a luxury that A f r i c a can not 

a f f o r d at p resen t . R e s o l v i n g c o n f l i c t s 

]Deacefully wi th the he lp of ideas that are 

indigenous entails two important points. 

In the first p lace it is part of an important 

project of deco lon iz ing the m i n d . If we 

have thought that conf l ic ts cou ld only be 

r e s o l v e d t h r o u g h W e s t e r n l e g a l a n d 

inst i tut ional means alone, we only have to 

realize that this phenomenon has always 

been part and parcel of t radi t ional A f r i c a n 

l i fe . Secondly, we can not assume that there 

are problems of human relations that can 

not be resolved by t a lk ing to each other. 

In addi t ion to the various proverbs and 

sayings that fo rm part of da i ly l i f e i n most 

parts of A f r i c a , i f we take the considered 

and thought-out ideas of the sages, what 

t h e y t e l l us i s tha t a p e a c e f u l a n d 

harmonious l i f e can be made possible i f 

we are able to l i s ten to each other and sort 

out our problems i n a peacefu l way. 
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