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The history of African philosophy in the second half of
the twentieth century cannot be told without invoking
the spectre of ethnophilosophy and its nemesis, Paulin
J. Hountondji.! Hountondji passed away in 2024, hav-
ing left an indelible mark on the development of African
philosophy as an academic field, both on the continent
and beyond.

Hountondji was born in 1942 and was thus a teenager
in 1960, the so-called ‘year of Africa’, during which sev-
enteen African countries attained independence, includ-
ing Hountondji’s own country of Benin. As Hountondji
tells us in his memoirs, Combats Pour Le Sens: Un It-
inéraire Africain, his first encounter with philosophy was
at the Ecole Victor-Ballot in Porto-Novo, an educational
institute for the future elite of Benin. > Hountondji’s
philosophy teacher, Héléne Marmotin, must have made
an impression on the seventeen-year-old Hountondji for
he still remembered the first lesson that she taught him:
‘philosophy has to be learned’.®> Philosophy, for Mar-
motin, was not a matter of innate talent or intellectual
intuition, but hard work and scholarly earnestness: a
lesson Hountondji would never forget. Hountondji went
on to Paris and enrolled at the Lycée Henri-IV in 1960
to complete his hypokhdgne-khdgne — in preparation for
entry to the Ecole Normale Supérieure in Paris. The sub-
ject of his doctoral dissertation, under the supervision
of Paul Ricoeur, was Husserl’s conception of science as
laid out in the Logische Untersuchungen.*

Yet Hountondji, despite successfully defending his
dissertation in 1970, never published the results of his
work on Husserl, feeling he would not be justified in writ-
ing primarily for a foreign audience, especially given the
political turbulence of the 1960s on the African contin-
ent. Hountondji in his 1970 article, ‘Remarques sur la
philosophie africaine contemporaine’, had already posed
the questions which would exercise him for the rest of his

life: for whom does the African philosopher write? And
for whom ought the African philosopher write?> Even
as a student he was deeply involved in political debates
through Présence Africaine, under the editorial leadership
of Alioune Diop. From the perspective of African philo-
sophers, there was a demand, and indeed an unbearable
pressure, to relate philosophical disputes to pressing
questions of national independence. In 1970, Hountondji
returned to the African continent as a professor in Zaire,
and then in 1972 he became a professor at the National
University of Benin in Cotonou. He later held positions
as a visiting professor and researcher in different uni-
versities across Europe, while always remaining based
in Benin. He participated in the democratic movement
in 1990 which inaugurated the Republic of Benin; and
served as Benin’s Minister of Education (1990-1991) and
as Minister of Culture (1991-1993).

Even though Hountondji never published the results
of his doctoral research on Husserl, his encounter with
Husserl crucially informed the project for which he is
most famous: his critique of ethnophilosophy. Build-
ing on a series of articles in the late 1960s and 1970s, it
eventually culminated in Sur la ‘Philosophie Africaine’:
Critique de I'ethnophilosophie.® In this book, Hountondji
criticised attempts at reconstructing a philosophical sys-
tem through the ethnographic study of the ‘worldview’
of a particular African people. The entire debate was
launched by the publication of Placide Tempels’ Bantu
Philosophy in 1945. In this book, the Belgian missionary,
based on his missionary work amongst the Luba people in
the south-central region of the Congo, purported to have
discovered an implicit philosophical system based on a
vital force ontology which, according to Tempels, was
adhered to by all Africans who speak Bantu languages.
According to Tempels, the Bantus believe that being is
essentially force and that there is a hierarchy of beings or
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forces, and that hierarchical interactions between these
forces explain observable phenomena. Tempels’ book
was celebrated by the circle around Présence Africaine — it
was republished by the journal’s publishing house in 1949
- and eminent African philosopher-statesmen such as
Léopold Sédar Senghor, and it came to be seen as provid-
ing a model for work in African philosophy.” The domin-
ance of this ethnographic approach in African philosophy
in the 1960s is not surprising, since, in Europe, the study
of African philosophy was essentially the prerogative of
missionaries and anthropologists until the 1960s.2

Hountondji argued that such ethnographic projects
are ill-conceived for a variety of reasons. First, the re-
searcher almost always projects a philosophical discourse
upon material, such as myths, which does not present
itself as having any philosophical pretensions. Second,
this ethnographic approach to ‘discovering’ African philo-
sophies presupposes what Hountondji called the ‘myth
of primitive unanimity’,” according to which, in African
societies, there is no dissent and everybody essentially
agrees with everyone else. Third, this discourse involves
implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, a search for an es-
sential difference in kind between African peoples and
‘Western’ peoples. The positing of an essential difference
in kind between Africans and non-Africans was the basis
of justifications of colonial rule on the African contin-
ent.!% We can therefore understand Hountondji’s sus-
picion of any discourse that takes reified differences
between Africans and non-Africans for granted.

The fourth criticism which Hountondji levelled at
ethnophilosophy is perhaps the most important, since
it constitutes a thread running through his life’s work,
starting from his anguish over having to write primarily
for a foreign audience as a Husserl scholar. Hountondji
argued that the most debilitating limitation of ethno-
philosophy is that it is fundamentally directed towards
a non-African audience. For Hountondji, ethnophilo-
sophy is essentially a performance that is put on in order
to satisfy an ‘Other’ who occupies a position of power
vis-a-vis the performers. Hountondji thought that the
other faults of ethnophilosophy essentially stem from
this ‘extraversion’, i.e. the fact of being directed towards
an external audience. Extraversion is what explains the
overemphasis on African originality: ‘the quest for ori-
ginality is always bound up with a desire to show off. It
has meaning only in relation to the Other [[’Autre], from
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whom one wishes to distinguish oneself at all costs. This
is an ambiguous relationship, inasmuch as the assertion
of one’s difference goes hand in hand with a passionate
urge to have it recognized by the Other”.!!

According to Hountondji, this assertion of difference
was encouraged by the ‘Other’, former colonising powers,
especially when the assertion of cultural difference and
cultural authenticity was used to mask political and eco-
nomic dependency. Hountondji’s suspicion of any dis-
course of cultural authenticity was reinforced by his ex-
periences in Mobutu’s Zaire. Starting in 1971, Mobutu
launched a discourse of authenticity. While engaging
in anti-Western posturing, Mobutu supported US in-
terventions in Angola, and established trade ties with
apartheid South Africa.'? It is no surprise, then, that
Hountondji was very suspicious of culturalist discourses
of authenticity, which, as experience had shown him,
were quite compatible with subservience at the political
and economic level.

There is indeed a Husserlian strain in Hountondji’s
critique of ethnophilosophy. It is clear that Husserl’s
distinction between philosophy proper as a strict sci-
ence [als strenge Wissenschaft] and pseudo-philosophy,
i.e. philosophy as mere wisdom or a worldview [Weltan-
schauung], influenced Hountondji’s rejection of ethno-
philosophy. One important feature of Husserl’s account
of philosophy als strenge Wissenschaft is that it must
be explicitly presented in argumentative form with a
clear distinction between premises and the conclusion
which is taken to follow from them. There cannot be an
implicit philosophy as a strict science, for its hallmark
is conceptual clarity and a determinate logical organ-
isation. Thus, on this view, a given people’s worldview
cannot, by definition, amount to philosophy proper, i.e.
philosophy as a strict science. Moreover, Hountondji
claimed that philosophy proper, insofar as it requires the
clear and explicit presentation of arguments, requires
literacy. Hence, there cannot be a philosophy;, as a strict
science, that is conveyed through oral traditions. It is
worth remarking here that while Hountondji was primar-
ily focused on African philosophy, his critique of eth-
nophilosophy remains relevant to contemporary discus-
sions about Indigenous philosophy in the Americas.!?

The ethnophilosophers, from Hountondji’s Husser-
lian perspective, were guilty of equivocation regarding
the word ‘philosophy’. Not only that, but they were also



guilty of another unforgivable sin in Hountondji’s eyes;
they were guilty of contempt for Africans. They wrote as
if a mere worldview is good enough for Africans as far
as philosophy goes. Hountondji thought that what ap-
pears as a gesture of generosity on the part of the likes of
Tempels was really a gesture expressing contempt. The
idea that one must lower one’s standards when it comes
to Africa was particularly loathsome to Hountondji, who
would return to this problem in his later writings on sci-
entific dependency.

It is also evident that Husserl’s modernist attitude
in relation to the relentless demand for rational justific-
ation, and the suspicion of whatever is inherited from
the past, is carried forward towards an emancipatory pro-
ject in Hountondji’s own work. Hountondji would doubt-
less agree with Husserl that all received traditions and
prejudices must be treated with suspicion by the philo-
sopher.!* In other words, philosophy proper presupposes
individual autonomy. This Cartesian aspect of Husserl’s
project appealed to Hountondji, who was, above all, con-
cerned with establishing the necessity of the individual
autonomy of the thinker. That is, Hountondji sought
to demonstrate that anybody who wishes to see African
philosophy flourish must also work towards the insti-
tutionalisation of guarantees for individual autonomy.
Only a fully autonomous subject can dare to attempt a
project as bold as Descartes’ or Husserl’s. Hountondji
was very clear about the political stakes in his critique
of ethnophilosophy. He saw himself as defending the
autonomy of the individual which he thought is a neces-
sary condition for the development of a rigorous philo-
sophical discourse. He would emphasise this point again
in the 1980s in a series of articles, especially in his 1982
article ‘Occidentalisme, élitisme: Réponse a deux cri-
tiques’.!® In this article, he indicated that there was a
political motivation behind his critique of ethnophilo-
sophy insofar as he thought it was a cover for the ideology
of group domination which sought to crush individual
freedom.©

Hountondji’s concern for the autonomy of the indi-
vidual did not make him a liberal philosopher. In fact,
Hountondji’s work is deeply marked by his encounter
with Marxism as articulated by Louis Althusser. Houn-
tondji attended Althusser’s seminar on Capital as well
as Althusser’s lectures on ‘Philosophy for Scientists’.
Hountondji, in his memoir, claims that he was deeply

influenced by Althusser’s contention that philosophy as
a theory of science should cease to pretend to have a
foundationalist project with respect to the sciences. In-
stead, philosophy should take as its task the retrospective
description and systematisation of the real procedures
of the sciences. Here we can see that the influence of
Althusser and Husserl pulled Hountondji in opposite dir-
ections.!” From Althusser, Hountondji also adopted a
historical materialist approach to the history of philo-
sophy and history of science which he would retain for
the rest of his life.!® According to this approach, the his-
tory of philosophy is parasitic on the history of science,
which in turn is parasitic on the history of technology as
well as economic and social history. Thus, the history of
philosophy cannot be explained independently of wider
socio-historical developments. In the parlance of con-
temporary discourse about the historiography of philo-
sophy, we could say that Hountondji was an externalist.'

Hountondji applied this approach to the history of
African philosophy. Aside from showing the limitations
of ethnophilosophy as an approach to African philosophy,
he also attempted to explain why so many African philo-
sophers and leaders, such as Senghor, found it appealing
at this particular historical juncture. Hountondji argued
that ethnophilosophy was itself a by-product of under-
development and a weak post-colonial petty bourgeoisie
that is incapable of carrying out an economic and polit-
ical struggle for real independence, and which therefore
seeks to transform the struggle for real independence
into an exclusively cultural struggle centred on asser-
tions of cultural authenticity and difference.

From Marxism, Hountondji also took on a deflation-
ary view of philosophy. Hountondji in an important
article published in 1981, ‘Que Peut la Philosophie?,?°
would turn to Marx and Engels’ critique of Left Hegelian-
ism to criticise those who thought that Africa’s salvation
is to be had through philosophy. Doubtless, Hountondji
thought that philosophy can play an important role in
the transformation of African societies but only if it gives
up on its delusions of autonomy vis-a-vis the first order
sciences and social reality. Hountondji remarked that
many look to philosophy ‘for miracles. They require of
philosophy to solve all problems: metaphysical prob-
lems of the existence of God, of the nature of man, of life
after death, etc. Political problems, economic, social, of
ways and means of national liberation, of the emancip-

113



ation of the exploited masses, briefly, of revolution’.?!

Philosophy, according to Hountondji, cannot do any of
these things. At most, philosophy can clarify to us cer-
tain key concepts, but it cannot do more. To do more
we have to ‘get out of philosophy’.?? One also suspects
that, in adopting this deflationary approach to philo-
sophy, Hountondji was trying to protect the autonomy of
African philosophy from incessant pressures to contrib-
ute directly to political and social movements. We could
say that Hountondji was attempting to demonstrate that
philosophy is not, in fact, too important to be left to the
professional philosophers.

As a philosopher who believed that philosophy is
parasitic on first-order scientific discourse, it is no sur-
prise that Hountondji would concern himself with the
fate of the empirical sciences on the African continent in
the 1990s and the first two decades of the 2000s. It is un-
fortunate that this aspect of his work has not received the
same level of attention as his more well-known critique
of ethnophilosophy. For arguably it is in these writings
that Hountondji really showed us what it means to ‘get
out of philosophy’ without entirely abandoning philo-
sophy. For example, in his 1990 article ‘Scientific Depend-
ency in Africa Today’, Hountondji drew on philosophy
of science, history, sociology of knowledge and depend-
ency theory, as articulated by Samir Amin, to present an
account of the nature and causes of scientific depend-
ency on the African continent.?> Among the indices of
dependency that he discusses is the fact that African sci-
entists write primarily for an audience situated in the
Global North and they work in research paradigms that
have been mostly developed in the Global North. Here
we see the spectre of extraversion rearing its head again.

Hountondji never really developed a fully worked
out account of how Africans can overcome scientific de-
pendency. However, he did recognise that it would re-
quire a clarification of the relationship between what
he called ‘endogenous knowledge’ on the one hand and
modern science on the other hand. Hountondji’s attitude
towards endogenous knowledge was neither celebratory
nor dismissive. Instead, he thought that what one must
do is test the claims that are made by the practitioners
of endogenous medicine, rainmakers, astronomers, and
so on, using the methods of hypothesis testing that are
deployed in the modern empirical sciences. It is only
after having passed through these tests that these claims
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to knowledge can acquire the epistemic warrant that is
necessary for becoming scientific knowledge properly so-
called. Hountondji was quite hostile to purely descriptive
approaches to the ethnosciences which sought to record
endogenous claims to knowledge without testing them.
Hountondji attempted to develop a different approach
to the ethnosciences that would be concerned with ques-
tions of truth-value and justification as opposed to the
discovery of mere intellectual curiosities. One important
outcome was the volume he edited, Les savoirs endogénes:
Pistes pour une recherche, where Hountondji lays out in
the introduction some of the central concerns that anim-
ated his research agenda for the last two decades. %
Hountondji has been accused of both mindless servil-
ity towards the “West’ (a category that Hountondji him-
self was not keen on),? as well as adopting a dogmatic
rejectionist stance towards modern science.?® Some of
his critics never quite understood that his concern for
the development of an autonomous modern scientific
discourse on the African continent was not the product
of servility towards the Global North but rather was an-
imated by the desire to overcome such servility which
today, we must all admit, stands simply as a fait accom-
pli. Tt is all very well to declaim against colonialism and
neo-colonialism on the African continent, but these de-
clamations ring hollow when one has to stand in line, hat
in hand, waiting for crumbs. It makes little difference
whether these crumbs take the form of vaccines, military
equipment, loans or cash aid. Perhaps Hountondji’s most
valuable insight for us today is that any emancipative
discourse in African philosophy must start out from the
concrete material fact of dependency and domination
and eschew any Left-Hegelian temptation to convert ma-
terial subordination to a purely philosophical issue which
is to be resolved, as if by magic, by decolonising the mind.

Zeyad el Nabolsy is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at York
University.
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