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Philosophic sagacity

A classical comprehension and relevance to post-ooiial so-
cial spaces in Africa

by F. Ochieng’-Odhiambo

Résumeé De la sagacité philosophique: Compréhension clagsie et rele-
vance pour les espaces postcoloniales en Afriquges quatre tendances ou
approches identifiees en philosophie africaine haOdera Oruka, a savoir
I'ethnophilosophie, la sagacité philosophique, égsophie idéo-nationaliste
et la philosophie professionnelle, il y a lieu ééever que la sagacité philoso-
phique a été la moins présente dans les discoupsagtiues intellectuelles
philosophigues en philosophie africaine. Un fact@ajeur qui pourrait peut-
étre expliquer cet état de choses est que la sagatlosophique n'a pas été
correctement comprise. Pourtant, au contrairea¢maté philosophique a un
réle significatif a jouer dans la solution aux pgeshes sociopolitiques et réali-
tés qui ont embrouillé les Etats-Nations d’Afriquette derniére remarque
forme le soubassement de la premiére rationalitéetle essai. Précisément
'essai réexamine la sagacité philosophique emgatit ses origines et préoc-
cupations. Parallelement, I'essai clarifie ausgliinction entre les deux ter-
mes liés linguistiguement, a savoir la « philosepbage » et la « sagacité
philosophique ». Quelques-uns de ceux qui ont B¥prierbalement leur vues
ou qui ont écrit sur la sagacité philosophique smtvent utilisé les deux ter-
mes comme synonymes au détriment des objectifatetdmurtant clairs de la
sagacité philosophique. Ceci constitue le fondendenia deuxieme these de
cet essai.

Abstract Philosophic sagacity: A classical comprehension angtlevance
to post-colonial social spaces in AfricaOf the four trends in, or approaches
to, African philosophy identified by H. Odera Orukamely ethnophilosophy,
philosophic sagacity, nationalist-ideological pkidphy and professional phi-
losophy; it is philosophic sagacity that has bememythe least space in intel-
lectual philosophical discourses and practices fiit@n philosophy. Perhaps,
a major contributing factor in this regard could that it has not been ade-
quately comprehended, or simply misunderstood. ¥etthe contrary, phi-
losophic sagacity has a significant role to playrésolving some social-
political problems and realities that have bededillAfrican nation-states.
Herein lies one rationale of this essay. The essagits philosophic sagacity
by tracing its origins and concerns. At the sameetithe essay also clarifies
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the distinction between the two linguistically rteld terms ‘sage philosophy’
and ‘philosophic sagacity’. Some of those who hsaiel or written something
on sagacity in African philosophy have often udeeit synonymously at the
expense of the clear objectives and aims of therlatierein is to be found an-
other rationale of the essay.

Mots clefs Odera Oruka, sagacité philosophique, racine®gbiihiques de la
culture, naiveté philosophique, moralité technajagi sagacité populaire,
ethnophilosophie, école de philosophie professilbane

Key words Odera Oruka, philosophic sagacity, philosophicalks of culture,
philosophical naivety, technological morality, fadlagacity, ethnophilosophy,
professional school.

Introduction

As an approach to African philosophy, philosophagacity made its
maiden appearance in international philosophicatalirse in 1978 dur-
ing the commemoration of Dr. Anthony William Am&onference held
in Accra, Ghana. This was by way of Kenyan phild¢sapH. Odera
Oruka’s presentation titled ‘Four Trends in Curréfiican Philosophy’.
The following year, Odera Oruka read a slightlyfetiént version of the
essay during the ¥6World Congress of Philosophy in Dusseldorf, Ger-
many. The essay has been seminal in academic Afphdosophy. Be-
sides the essay, Odera Oruka authored severabptheluding two texts,
in the area of African philosophy most of them feging on philosophic
sagacity. It is therefore not surprising that heyemerally regarded not
only as the icon of philosophic sagacity, but itsgenitor as well.

As is the case with the other approaches to Afrighilosophy,
philosophic sagacity has had its share of crititswever, this essay does

! Amo was born in present-day Ghana in 1703. At¢neer age of four years, he was
in Amsterdam possibly as a slave though other piisigis have been offered as well.

Whatever the case might have been, while in Eurbpegxhibited great intellectual

élan, successfully undertaking undergraduate aadugite studies in various fields of
study namely law, medicine, psychology, and phidgo He later taught at the

universities of Halle and Jena in what is now tleedfal Republic of Germany, and
published several philosophical works. He returt@dis native land in Ghana in

1753 and died soon thereafter.
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not seek to directly address some of these speaxificisms. It is a gen-
eral disquisition on philosophic sagacity meangite an accurate exege-
sis and account of the approach. Many may be uhdefialse impression
that the approach found its way into the philosogharena in the early
1980s? Others may query its relevance beyond provingothous that
sages existed or exist in traditional Africa. Yatl,ssome may wonder
what sets it apart from ethnophilosophy. Such imgiEns, queries, and
wonders may be made redundant by a proper unddnstaof philoso-
phic sagacity. In its specificity, this essay Ha®é objectives. These are:
(1) To trace and enunciate the origins of philoso@agacity as an ap-
proach to African philosophy in academic intelledtdiscourse. (2) To
highlight its relevance to modern African natioates, despite its an-
chorage in traditional Africa. (3) To decipher tfistinction between phi-
losophic sagacity and sage philosophy, given tloat often, some
individuals have definitively, though at times rais¢nly, used the two
terms interchangeably.

Origins of Philosophic Sagacity: Odera Oruka’s Two
Research Projects

Despite the fact that philosophic sagacity was pumeed to the interna-
tional community in 1978, many seem not to be awaae Odera Oruka
had actually started work on it a couple of yeamdier in his two, though
related, research projects, one in 1974 and theroth1976. In other
words, though he first employed the term ‘philosoptagacity’ in his
1978 essay, it is apparent that his 1974 and 1€Gjéqts were exercises
in philosophic sagacity. The two research projebtrefore rightfully
demarcate the origins of philosophic sagacity. leegontrary to conven-
tional belief, the birth year of philosophic sagpavithin academia pre-
date 1978. Knowledge of this fact, as will be apparbelow, is
fundamental in that it not only enhances the gdmemaprehension of the

% This is because, though H. Odera Oruka read tperp&our Trends in Current
African Philosophy’ in 1978, it was only published1981.
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approach but also highlights its significance te #ocial-political reali-
ties of modern Africa.

In 1974, together with some of his colleagues atRepartment of
Philosophy and Religious Studies, notable amongttiee charismatic
philosopher and theologian Joseph Donders, OdenfaCiormulated a
research project at the University of Nairobi, Kenyt was entitled
‘Thoughts of Traditional Kenyan Sages’. At its iptien, the immediate
aim of the project was to address the followingsijioa:

Would it be possible to identify persons of tramhtal African culture, capable

of the critical, second-order type of thinking abdlte various problems of

human life and nature; persons, that is, who stlfjeliefs that are tradition-
ally taken for granted to independent rational xarmeination and who are in-

clined to accept or reject such beliefs on the @utthof reason rather than on
the basis of a communal or religious consersus?

In 1976, Odera Oruka designed yet another relagsdarch pro-
posal of national and social significance. On @eefof it, the project ap-
peared rather ambitious given the enormity oftiisrelant implications in
terms of duration and resources necessary forulfitnient of its objec-
tives. The project was titled ‘The Philosophical oo of Culture in
Kenya'. In the proposal, researches were initialigant to cover the
Western part of Kenya. The ultimate objective hogvenvas:

To uncover and map out the philosophical ideas hicderlie some of the

main cultural practices of Western Kenya. This widoé treated as a regional

investigation which, if co-ordinated and suppleneentvith researches from

other parts of the Republic would provide an ouefsic] pattern of the Phi-
losophy of Kenyan National Cultufe.

The objective of the 1976 research proposal wamigezl on two as-
sumptions.

First, philosophy is always the moving spirit ahe theoretical framework of

% H. Odera Oruka, ‘African Philosophy: The Currergtate’ in H. Odera Oruka, ed;

Sage Philosophy: Indigenous Thinkers and ModernaBelon African Philosophy
Nairobi: ACTS Press, 1991, p. 17.

* H. Odera Oruka, ‘The Philosophical Roots of Cwtin Kenya’, unpublished

research proposal presented to the Ministry of Weltand Social Services,
Government of Kenya, 1976, p. 8.
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any national culture. Any serious and meaningfalomal culture must have a
philosophy. Second, because Kenya as a State uggtrg tirelessly to
ground itself permanently as a nation — and a naticulture is always the
axis of a nation.

Given the gist of the two research projects onenctaail to
fathom that they were exercises in what Odera Otakex christened
‘philosophic sagacity’. The 1974 project soughtidentify philosophic
sages, whereas the 1976 one was geared towardgirendjaeir thoughts
for the sake of social cohesion and national prdispe

Significance of the Two Research Projects

(a) The 1974 Project

The late 1960s through to the 1970s was a turbydenod for African
philosophy. It was the period that African philoegpnvas attempting to
ground itself in mainstream academic philosophyorPo this era, and
also during the period, discussions regarding wAkfatan philosophy
was, was dominated by views that had been expressBthcide Tem-
pels’ Bantu Philosophy(Paris: Présence Africaine, 1959 lexis Ka-
gameé’sLa Philosophie bantou-rwandaise de I'é{fgruxelles: Académie
Royale des Sciences Coloniales, 1956); Léopolde8gisor'sOn African
Socialism(London: Pall Mall Press, 1964); Marcel Griaul€snversa-
tions with OgotemmeéljLondon: Oxford University Press, 1965); Robin
Horton’s ‘African Traditional Religion and Weste8tience’ Africa, vol.
37, nos. 1 and 2, 1967; and John S. MbiAffscan Religions and Phi-
losophy(London: Heinemann, 1969). The ground, howevel, lieen set

® |bid., p. 2.

® The spirit of the 1976 research project is alszefinible in H. Odera Oruka’s later
essay titled ‘Sagacity in Development’ in H. Odé&®auka, ed;Sage Philosophy:
Indigenous Thinkers and Modern Debate on Africaiid3bphy pp. 57-65.

" The text was originally written in Dutch titleBlantoe-filosofie The first French
version titledLa Philosophie bantougas published in 1945, and the first English
translation, by Rev. Colin King, was published 859.
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by the French anthropologist L. Lévy-Bruhl, whos&ttrimitive Men-
tality (Boston: Beacon Press, 1923) had achieved certdoriety for its
hostility towards the African mind and also for #endant ideological
pretensions. The views contained in the texts alystd in what later
became known as ethnophilosophy, ‘the study okctitle forms of cul-
ture as manifestations of African philosophicalteyss’®
Paulin Hountondiji, the fiercest critic of ethnomsibphy, saw it as
ethnological works with philosophical pretensidr@enerally, the critics
of ethnophilosophy were displeased with its ambiguase of the term
‘philosophy’. When applying it to Africa, ethnopbgdophers use it in the
ideological sense. Hountondiji, for instance, nabed:
Words do indeed change their meanings miraculoaslgoon as they pass
from the Western to African contexts [...]. That ibat happens to the word
‘philosophy’: applied to Africa, it is supposed designate no longer the spe-
cific discipline it evokes in its Western contexttlmerely a collective world-
view, an implicit spontaneous, perhaps even ungéouscystem of beliefs to
which all Africans are supposed to adhere. Thes vsllgar usage of the word,

justified presumably by the supposed vulgarityhed geographical context to
which it is applied?

The Malawian philosopher, Didier N. Kaphagawani, los part,
observes that given the suppositions and undernmsnof ethnophiloso-
phy, some philosophers justifiably see it as ‘symgplconstitution of both
schemes of conduct and schemes of thought (noti@spphy)’ ™ Afri-
can philosophy was presented by the ethnophilosepdee atypical, as a
remarkable unanimity with no dissenting voice; @&saa philosophy with-
out philosophers.

It is against this backdrop that the so-called ggsional school as

8 van Karp and D. A. Masolo, edsAfrican Philosophy as Cultural Inquiry
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000, p. 4.

® Paulin J. HountondjiAfrican Philosophy: Myth and RealjtBloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1996, p. 34.

0 hid., 60.

1 Didier N. Kaphagawani, ‘The Philosophical Sigrdfitce of Bantu Nomenclature’
in Guttorm Flgistad, edContemporary Philosophy: A New Suryegl. 5, Dordrecht:
Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1987, p. 130.
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an approach to African philosophy emerged. The aickensed some
promiscuity in the use of the word ‘philosophy’ thyee ethnophilosophers,
whom to them were using it pejoratively and in sawof the Western
world.*? To these scholars, African philosophy was not whatethno-
philosophers portrayed it to be, at least not sntatality. According to
them, it was wrong to dress African philosophy asiafly in traditional-
ism or communal folk thought. Just like Westerngdophy, African phi-
losophy was supposed to be seen from the profedsand academic
angle also. It had to involve critical, discursaed independent thinking
as well.

However, notwithstanding the noble intentions @& firofessional
school, it caused discomfort to others in two wg¥3.lt was argued that
what the school was referring to, as African plojasy was not purely
African. The professional philosophers having balicstudied Western
philosophy and hardly anything about African phapky treated African
philosophy from a typically Western standpoint. yleenployed Western
logic and principles to criticize and create whaat like to call African
philosophy*® The end result of what they qualified, as Afrigatmiloso-
phy was in essence a scholarly exercise rootedarWest. (2) Though
the professional school granted the existence o€&d philosophy in the
technical and proper sense, it limited itself todeim Africa, giving the
impression that traditional Africans were incapabldechnical philoso-
phy.

In the two observations noted above lies the rat®mf Odera

12 See for example, Kwasi WiredBhilosophy and an African Cultur€ambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1980; Paulin J. Houtjipi\frican Philosophy: Myth
and Reality Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996; P&e Bodunrin, ‘The
Question of African PhilosophyRhilosophy: The Journal of the Royal Institute of
Philosophy56, no. 216, April 1981; F. Eboussi Boulaga, ‘LenBu problematique’,
Présence Africaineno 66, 1968; Marcien Towakssai sur la problematique
philosophie dans I'Afrique actuelleraounde: Clé, 1971; and to some extent Franz
Crahay, ‘Le Décollage conceptual: conditions d'ym#osophie bantoueDiogene
no. 52, 1965.

13 H. Odera Oruka, ed.Jrends in Contemporary African Philosophiairobi:
Shirikon Publishers, 1990, p. 19.
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Oruka’s 1974 research project. Regarding the seatisgrvation, the
project sought to prove that African philosophy sloet begin in modern
Africa; that even in traditional Africa there araividuals who are capa-
ble of critical, coherent and independent thinki@m the first observa-
tion, it sought to identify African philosophy ime technical sense as
seen through African spectacles, that is, as p@trdy Africans with lit-
tle or no Western intellectual influenteln a way therefore, besides dis-
proving the suppositions of ethnophilosophy, plojgsc sagacity also
came in as a rescue package meant to salvagedafesgional school.

(b) The 1976 Project

In the 1976 proposal, Odera Oruka identified, wieteferred to as, phi-
losophical naivety as the problem that was posiggeat threat and dan-
ger to the development of authentic national caltur modern Kenya,
and indeed the rest of Africa. Philosophy in thealsense is sometimes
naively regarded as the heritage of the Greekstamsitreated as a typi-
cal European activity with the result that Africaan® regarded as inno-
cent of true philosophical thought and discourse akeady noted above,
this also explained the hostility of the professioschool towards ethno-
philosophy. Because of the view that confines @ojphy to the West
many people who have had to write or say somethimgfrican philoso-
phy have done so with remarkable naivety. They laagaed that African
culture and its philosophy are a lived experienc#, a myriad of con-
cepts to be pictured and rationalized by the mirulis, they see philoso-
phy in Africa as an inseparable part of the comgret culture as Africans
feel and live it and not an entity to be isolated aliscussed. As a de-
tailed activity and exercise, philosophy, has, atdiog to this position, no
place in African culture.

The underlying assumptions of Odera Oruka’'s 19Wp@sal was
that any genuine and concrete national culture Idhbe identical with
the unifying or common patterns of the general whyife of a people

¥ bid., 16.
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living as a community or believed to have the safeatity. Accordingly,
a national culture must have two aspects: practicdltheoretical. Things
such as music, dance, and fashion make up thaqale&spect. The theo-
retical aspect is formed by the philosophy (pritespand ideas) that justi-
fies such activities. A culture without a clearlplophy is incomplete, or
as Kwame Nkrumah puts it, ‘practice without thougghblind’.*®> Such a
culture is therefore blind and hence vulnerableevery foreign values
and ideas, no matter how obnoxious the foreignesimay be. This is
one of the biggest threats to the various Africaltuces. One sure way of
avoiding the invasion of foreign ideas is for aioatto develop and ar-
ticulate the philosophy of its culture. One caningiit for or defend ideas
by use of guns; one can only successfully fightdodefend ideas with
ideas.

Philosophical naivety is preposterous. Taking @afthy as tenets
that underlie practice and action, the truth ist thfsica must, as any
other place, have philosophical principles thatifysnd govern its cul-
tural practice. It is only that in Africa these muiples are mostly covert
and left at the implicit level. These principles shie unearthed and
made explicit since they are the basis upon whicbrecrete and mean-
ingful national culture would be built. This, acdorg to Odera Oruka,
was and still is the great challenge facing Africamolars and cultural
conservationist today. They should

‘investigate and unearth such principles. Thisdsassary for posterity and for

the development of a national culture. This ingggion should be part of the
national programme in every African Stat®’.

For the sake of posterity and prosperity, Oderak®tdater added
another dimension to the role that sagacious reéagaould play in the
development of national cultures and social colmesiovarious modern

15> Kwame NkrumahConsciencism: Philosophy and Ideology for Decolatiis and
Development with Particular Reference to the Ammidaevolution London: Panaf
Books, 1970, p. 78.

1 H. Odera Oruka, ‘The Philosophical Roots of Cutin Kenya’, unpublished
research proposal presented to the Ministry of Weltand Social Services,
Government of Kenya, 1976, p. 8.
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African nation-states. Sagacious reasoning is usit jeasoning for the
sake of reasoning. He noted with dismay that pbpby especially in the
academic understanding of the term, has tendestitange itself from the
‘Socratic’ partnership with wisdom with the resthliat philosophers have
proceeded in a manner in which they perfect theassoning skills with-
out caring about, or at the expense of, its practitlity. They have be-
come too theoretical and have tended to divorclgbdphy from society,
and study the subject in a vacuum. Little wondeme non-philosophers
view philosophers with lots of suspicion. They aa@nsidered as indi-
viduals who are stuck to their armchairs in ivawers dreaming dreams
that cannot be lived. They are perceived as pewsplke cannot say any-
thing sensible concerning problems of fiféThis is an unfortunate state
of affairs and is a challenge to all philosophexttv their salt, for in
truth, philosophy is after all for life and not thiee versa.

In all seriousness, the general project of philbsmgagacity is an
effort to bring back some of the lost glory of pisibphy by emphasizing
on sagacious reasoning or wisdom. In his earligayes Odera Oruka had
defined a sage simply as a person ‘versed in tsdomns and traditions
of his people®™® However, in a later work, he attaches the ethjcallity
as an explicit and necessary component of the itlefin This, he
thought, would underscore the practical aspecthibgophic sagacity.
The thoughts of the sages must be seen primariboaserned with the
ethical and empirical issues, and questions retewatie society, and the
sage’s ability to offer insightful solutions to serof those issues. He is
unequivocal that a sage has two qualities or ated

insight and ethical inspiration. So a sage is wisehas insight, but employs

this for the ethical betterment of the communityp#ilosopher may be a sage

and vice versa. But many philosophers do lack thea commitment and in-

spiration found in the sage [...]. A sage, propemssally the friend of truth
and wisdom. A sage may suppress truth only becaisseom dictates not be-

17 See H. Odera Oruka, ‘Philosophy and Other Disogsiin Anke Graness and Kai
Kresse, eds$Sagacious Reasoning: Henry Odera Oruka in Memariarankfurt am
Main: Peter Lang GmbH, 1957, p. 35.

18 H. Odera Oruka, ‘Sagacity in African Philosophinternational Philosophical
Quarterly, vol. 23, no. 4, 1983, p. 386.
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cause of some instrumental gain. Indeed, Pythagdedisition of a philoso-
pher as the ‘lover of wisdom’ should have beenmeskfor a sage, since the
sophists were the grave-diggers of wisdom and .trf8ttrates was wrongly
labeled, ‘philosopher’; he was first and foremostage. Socrates used phi-
losophy only as a means to advance his sagacitgxgmukse the hypocrisies of
his time. But when all is said, one must still emgle that sagacity and phi-
losophy are not incompatibfé.

Odera Oruka therefore rightly believed that if theughts of the
sages were granted more intellectual and socialespia modern Africa,
then that would be one sure way of avoiding oreast downplaying the
raging invasions of obnoxious foreign ideas andi@slimpinging on Af-
rican cultures. Take for example what may be caketinological moral-
ity. It is a morality in which technological innovans are preponderant
and are objects of worship. It is a genre of morah which technologi-
cal superiority or efficiency is identified withehgood. What is techno-
logically possible and fitting is treated as alsmlg morally permissible.
And the bad is that which lags behind technologachlancement. Thus,
for instance, if abortion is medically possible aade (a reflection of ad-
vance technology), then it is treated as also benogally all right for a
woman to abort.

In Africa today, it is increasingly becoming accdge that to be
good or beautiful is to have technological fash@mn one’s side. In a
manner of speaking, a beautiful lady, for exam@ejo longer she who
relies on her natural built. She is one who dresaglsionably and deco-
rates her innocent body with cosmetic trappingankis to technology.
And the handsome man is he who owns what the legelshology has in
store. To him, ladies will be attracted as flies &r a rotten body. Love
and marriage are becoming material at the expehspiotuality. The
guestion is not just, how one can love one’s paramel enrich the mar-
riage or relationship spiritually, but what one caaterially benefit from
the relationship. This could very well be one of tleasons why divorce
Is spiraling out of control in the modern worldgeneral. Technological
morality is thus dangerous to African societiesaose in truth it deprives

9 H. Odera Oruka, ‘Introduction’, in H. Odera Orukeg; SagePhilosophy:
Indigenous Thinkers and Modern Debate on Africaid@bphy pp. 9-10.
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culture of morality in the proper and desirablesserSagacity, if well ar-
ticulated, properly documented, and readily avatiedommunity mem-
bers especially in the urban areas, could thus actcheck on
technological morality as well as other undesirdbkeign invasions. In
emphasizing the important roles of sages, Oder&adaaserts that:
Sages exist in all cultures and classes. Indeggssare among the custodians
of the survival of their respective societies. Aisty without sages would eas-
ily get swallowed up as an undignified appendaganatther. All societies use

their sages or at least the ideas of their sagdsfemd and maintain their exis-
tence in the world of inter-societal conflict angmitation®

Since Africa is today at a crossroads and undexsion by foreign
cultural elements, there is an urgent need thasalges be accorded more
prominent roles in their respective societies. @tiee African cultures
will end up getting swallowed up as undignified epgages of Western
culture. The question of Africa being swallowed as, an undignified
appendage of the West has been a concern of sé&\facan scholars and
statesmen, though the solutions they have offess] Varied. Kwame
Nkrumabh, for example, called for a social revolntio the emergent in-
dependent African nation-states: a revolution incwhAfrican thinking
and philosophy are directed towards the redempiifothe African hu-
manist society of the past. He believed that higsonoof consciencism
was best placed to achieve this. He defines it as:

The map in intellectual terms of the dispositionfafces which will enable

African society to digest Western and Islamic amal Euro-Christian elements

in Africa, and develop them in such a way that thejnto the African per-

sonality. The African personality is itself defined the cluster of humanist
principles which underlie the traditional Africancsety?*

What Philosophic Sagacity is Not

Some critics as well as proponents of Odera Orukgfgoach to African

2 bid., p. 3.

21 Kwame NkrumahConsciencism: Philosophy and Ideology for Decolatiis and
Development with Particular Reference to the Afmiézevolutionp. 79.
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philosophy commonly use the terms ‘sage philosoamg ‘philosophic
sagacity’ interchangeably as if they mean one hedsame thing. From a
purely semantic point of view this is understandabut from a philoso-
phical angle, it is inexcusable since it is a m@ften of misreading Odera
Oruka. A perusal of his texts and essays on sagsioiws that he assigns
somewhat different shades of meaning to the twogeHe does not use
them synonymously.

Sagacity consists of thoughts having or showingghtsand good
judgement. It is therefore thoughts of persons askedged as wise by
their respective communities. In yet another sesagacity is a body of
basic principles and tenets that underlie andfyusitie beliefs, customs,
and practices of a given culture. In-built in thexend definition is the
first, since it is the beliefs and thoughts of passacknowledged as wise
by their respective communities that in essencastdake the basis of that
community’s culture. It is important therefore ttké cognizance of the
fact that sagacity and sage philosophy are synomgven that the latter
Is described as:

The expressed thoughts of wise men and women irgiaey community and

is a way of thinking and explaining the world tfflactuates betweepopular

wisdom (well-known communal maxims, aphorisms and genemhmon
sense truths) andlidactic wisdom(an expounded wisdom and rational
thoughts of some individuals within community). Wéhpopular wisdom is of-

ten conformist, didactic wisdom is at times critichthe communal set up and
popular wisdonf?

From the definition given above, it is apparent gage philosophy
has two facets: popular (or folk) sagacity and gdobhic (or didactic)
sagacity. The former consists of well-known comntunaxims, apho-
risms, and general common sense truths, whereatattiee is an ex-
pounded wisdom and rational thoughts of some gimdividuals within
the community. The folk sage, unlike his philos@pbounterpart, oper-
ates squarely within the confines of his culture. Iim,

22 H. Odera Oruka, ‘Sage Philosophy: The Basic Qaestand Methodology’ in H.
Odera Oruka, edSage Philosophy: Indigenous Thinkers and Modern aielon
African Philosophyp. 33.
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Beliefs or truth-claims within culture are geneydileated as ‘absolutes’ [not
to be questioned]. Anything outside or contradigttr the culture is treated
with indifference and even hostility. Those sagepersons who are [merely]
experts in the culture defend this philosophy dreddtructure of their society
with the zeal of fanatical ideologists defending political line?®

To illustrate the distinction between these twoeatp of sage phi-
losophy, Odera Oruka contends that the thoughtSguatemméli reflect
popular or folk wisdom, whereas those of Paul MbAkako belong to
philosophic sagacity. This is because:

Ogotemméli’s text is given as the verbatim andhfaitrecitation of the beliefs

common to his people, the Dogon. No attempt is nmadessess the extent to

which the sage himself has thoughts that transtdemdommunal Dogon wis-
dom. Mbuya’s text is a mingling of an informal fawtation of the traditional

Luo beliefs and a critical objection to and, atdsna rational improvement on
those belief$?

Given the above, it is quite clear that sage pbpby and philoso-
phic sagacity are not exact synonyms. While itue that all instances of
philosophic sagacity belong to sage philosophyir{ddbuya’s case), not
each and every instance of sage philosophy wouddifguas philosophic
sagacity; they could be instances of popular ok &agacity (as is the
case with Ogotemmeéli’'s thoughts). Despite thisimision some scholars
have commonly, though erroneously, continued toatxjgsage philoso-
phy with philosophic sagacify.And there is no doubt that this error has

23 H. Odera Oruka, ‘Sagacity in African Philosophiyi, Tsenay Serequeberhan, ed;
African Philosophy: The Essential Readinyew York: Paragon House, 1991, p. 52.

4 H. Odera Oruka, ‘Sage Philosophy: The Basic Qaestand Methodology’ in H.
Odera Oruka, edSage Philosophy: Indigenous Thinkers and Modern aBelon
African Philosophyp. 34.

% See, for example, Anthony S. Oseghare, ‘Sage $ploy: A New Orientation’ in

H. Odera Oruka, edSage Philosophy: Indigenous Thinkers and Modernaielbn
African Philosophy pp. 237-246. Gail M. Presbey, ‘Is Elijah MasinaleSage?’ in
Anke Graness and Kai Kresseds; Sagacious Reasoning: Henry Odera Oruka in
Memoriam Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1997, pp. 195-2Batrick M. Dikirr,
‘Sagacity in the Maasai Concept of Death and Imailibyt in Anke Graness and Kai
Kresse eds; Sagacious Reasoning: Henry Odera Oruka imbteam pp. 181-193.
Chaungo Barasa, ‘Odera Oruka and the Sage Philgseqiool: A Tribute’ in Anke
Graness and Kai Kresseeds; Sagacious Reasoning: Henry Odera Oruka in
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been to the disservice of the narrower and moreifsp@hilosophic sa-
gacity project for it has had negative ramificaicand given critics an
opportunity to equate sage philosophy with ethnlogbphyin toto, yet
in actuality it is only the folk sagacity aspecathends itself to ethnophi-
losophy. This equation contradicts Odera Orukaésiththat philosophic
sagacity ‘is the only trend that can give an alieqatable decisive blow to
the position of ethno-philosoph$f.

It is instructive to note that when Odera Orukantded the four
trends in African philosophy, he labeled them Etphdosophy, Phi-
losophic Sagacity, Nationalist-ideological Philosgpand Professional
Philosophy?’ And even when he added two more trends namelyneter
neutical Philosophy, and Artistic or Literary Plstphy about a decade
later in his edited text Sag#hilosophy: Indigenous Thinkers and Modern
Debate on African Philosophye still talked of Philosophic Sagacity as
one of the six trends, not Sage Philosophy. Whe tite text Sage Phi-
losophy but nevertheless still talk of philosopkagacity as one of the
trends? One may muse. The reason should not beuttito gauge. In the
1970s when Odera Oruka formulated the two researgjects, his aim
was unmistakable. He wanted to prove the existehcetical independ-
ent thinkers in traditional Africa (1974 projecind also explicate a clear
methodology upon which national unity could beiattd and obnoxious
foreign ideologies and values checked (1976 prpjétis endeavour in
both instances pointed to sages who were didactibair thinking. It is
for this reason that Odera Oruka made a cleandigtin between what he
was doing from ethnophilosophy.

It [philosophic sagacity] differs from ethno-phitgshy in that it is both indi-

vidualistic and dialectical: It is a thought or lesftion of various known or
named thinkers not a folk philosophy and, unlike katter, it is rigorous and

Memoriam pp. 19-22. Parker English and Kibujjo M. Kalumbeds., African
Philosophy: A Classical Approachlpper Saddles River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1996.

26 H. Odera Oruka, ‘Sagacity in African Philosophinternational Philosophical
Quarterly, vol. 23, no. 4, 1983, p. 384.

?’ See H. Odera Oruka, ‘Four Trends in Current Afridahilosophy’ in Alwin
Diemer, ed; Philosophy in the Present Situation of Affi¢diesbaden: Franz Steiner
Verlag GmbH, 1981.
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philosophical in the strict sen&g.

Odera Oruka believed that contrary to the aimsi®two projects,
ethnophilosophy was being applied in service of\Western world, not
Africa.?® His articles on African Philosophy written duritigs period ex-
press open hostility towards ethnophilosophy; ttielas are polemicaf’

A careful reading of Odera Oruka’s works on saga@veals that
the term ‘sage philosophy’ appeared much laterehkiployed the term
for the very first time in ‘Philosophy in Englisip&aking Africa’, a paper
published in 1984' However, it was only in his text §a Philosophy:
Indigenous Thinkers and Modern Debate on AfricanloBbphy first
published in 1990, that he makes a deliberatendtsbin between ‘sage
philosophy’ and ‘philosophic sagacity’; a distirti which had escaped
the eyes of many because of their semantic affitdisyalready noted, the
distinction lies in the fact that ‘sage philosoplmgs two wings of which
‘philosophic sagacity’ is one, the other being folkpopular sagacity. In
his text Trends in Contemporary African Philosophgiso published in

28 H. Odera Oruka, ‘Four Trends in Current Africaril®ophy’ in H. Odera Oruka,
ed; Trends in Contemporary African Philosophyairobi: Shirikon Publishers, 1990,
p. 17. The essay was however first published inidl. Diemer, edPhilosophy in
the Present Situation of Africa

29 For similar arguments, refer to Paulin J. Hounjiprfrican Philosophy: Myth and
Reality Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996; EBtn&/amba-dia-Wamba,
‘Philosophy and African Intellectuals: Mimesis of eédtern Classicism,
Ethnophilosophical Romanticism, or African Self-N&y’, Quest vol. v, no. 1, June
1991; Christian M. Neugebauer, ‘Ethnophilosophyha Philosophical Discourse in
Africa’, Quest vol. iv, no. 1, June 1990; Christian M. Neugelratidegel and Kant:

A Refutation of their RacismQuest vol. v, no. 1, June 1991.

%0 see for example his essays ‘Mythologies as Afri€dmlosophy’, East Africa

Journal vol. 9, no. 10, October 1972; and ‘The FundamnieRtanciples in the

Question of ‘African Philosophy I',Second Order: An African Journal of
Philosophyvol. iv, no. 1, 1975.

31 H. Odera Oruka, ‘Philosophy in English Speakingi@f in E. Agazzi, edNouva
Secondaria no. 10, Roma 1984. Having established the exstesf philosophic
(didactic) sages in traditional Africa and also ingvaid the groundwork for his 1976
project, Odera Oruka saw no harm in delving in papsagacity hence the coming
into being of ‘sage philosophy’.
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1990, he goes on to equate folk sagacity with gthit@sophy. Here he
asserts that the thoughts of Ogotemméli constinlie sagacity besides
being ethnophilosophical, in contrast to Paul Mbéako’s which are
philosophic® Both however fall within the broad category of sgthi-
losophy. He also qualifies renowned ethnophilostgihpieces by Claude
Sumner Ethiopian Philosophyol. 1 and, John O. Sodipo and Barry Hal-
len ‘An African Epistemology: The Knowledge-Beli€fistinction and
Yoruba Thought’ as works in current African philpbecal literature that
deserve the label ‘sage philosophy’, though ndbghphic sagacity’

%2 H. Odera Oruka, ‘The Basic Questions about Sagldphy in Africa’ in H.
Odera Oruka, edfrends in Contemporary African Philosopipy 52.

3 Ibid., p. 52 and p. 69.
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