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DISCOURSES ON AFRICA

Categories of cross-cultural cognition and 
the African condition

EMEVWO BIAKOLO v

Relations between the knowing subject and its 
object, in any account o f the epistemological 
process, has occupied Western philosophy from 
the time o f Plato, but most especially since the 
seventeenth century, with the advent of both 
Cartesian rationalism and Lockean empiricism. 
Although in the field of philosophy the central 
concerns have been with the individual subject 
as such, it was not long before the influences of 
these interpretations of the relation began to 
make themselves felt in the much younger disci
pline of anthropology. In consonance with the 
pattern of growth and development of the new 
science of culture, the determinant factor here 
was race (Harris 1969:80-107). The critical 
question was how to think the non-Caucasian 
races, ‘the Other’, with whom the Western 
world had come into increasing contact since the 
great exploratory journeys of the fifteenth 
century.

In The invention o f Africa (1988) and The 
idea of Africa (1994),' V. Y. Mudimbe has 
mapped out the historical course of the appre
hension and description of the ‘Other’ in 
Western thought from classical times until the 
consolidation of the African image in the 
power-knowledge system of colonialism and the 
post-colonial period, While the constancy of the 
ideology behind the building of the paradigm is 
not in doubt, it is also useful to note the variega
tion in its employment, the nuanced way in 
which it is deployed from discipline to discipline 
within the configuration of anthropocentric 
studies. It reveals an ingenuity which goes 
further to confirm the political project behind 
the Western construction of cultural paradigms 
of the Other.

SAVAGE VERSUS CIVILIZED

Before the publication of Lucien Levy-BruhTs 
Les fonctions mentales dans les societies i?iferieures, 
1910 (translated as How natives think), when a 
slight shift occurred in the idiom of anthropo
logical discourses o f the Other, the standard 
paradigm had been as enunciated in Lewis 
Heniy Morgan’s 1870 classic Systems of consa?i- 
guinity and affinity of the hitmanfamily. Morgan’s 
schemata of the developmental stages through 
which cultures progress was entirely unique, 
even among evolutionists, in its confident 
clarity. Neither E. B. Tylor’s Researches into the 
early history of mankind and the development of 
civilization published earlier in 1865, nor his 
later, better-known work, Primitive culture 
(1871), could match the structural rigour and 
conceptual comprehensiveness of Morgan. His 
seven stages of development -  Lower Savagery, 
Middle Savagery, Upper Savagery, Lower 
Barbarism, Middle Barbarism, Upper Barbarism 
and Civilization -  were not only determined by 
forms of family and kinship relationships, the 
subsistence system and technology, they corre
sponded with identifiable, that is nameable soci
eties. O f course in this elaborate frame, only 
Euro-American society attained the status of 
civilization, typified by the possession of writing 
and especially of the phonetic alphabet.

The image of the African as ‘brutish, igno
rant, idle, crafty, treacherous, bloody, thievish, 
mistrustful, and superstitious’, (quoted in Harris 
1969:89), which was quite current in Europe 
and the colonies in the eighteenth century, had a 
most respectable antecedent in the ethnocentri- 
cism of philosophers like David Hume, Voltaire,
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and the French philosophers such as Montes
quieu. This, for instance, is what Hume says:

There never was civilized nation of any other 
complexion than white, nor even any 
individual eminent in action or speculation. 
No ingenious manufacturer among them, no 
arts, no sciences... Such a uniform and 
constant difference could not happen, in so 
many countries and ages, if nature had not 
made an original distinction betwixt these 
breeds of men (quoted in Harris 1969:88).

Articulated within this discourse of the ‘savage’ 
or ‘barbaric’ African, was the express cultural 
frame of reference. The point had a double tra
jectory: the absence of any single individual 
genius (as against a European milieu fall of indi
vidual culture-heroes), and a general social 
context of benighted savagery. I f  today one of 
Europe’s most celebrated philosophers sounds 
so ludicrous in his assertions, we have to note 
that this situation had as much to do with igno
rance as with ‘a wall to truth’ or ‘power-knowl- 
edge’. While travellers, traders, and explorers 
had long since the fifteenth century provided 
Europeans with some knowledge of non- 
Western people, and as Mudimbe (1988) says, 
European artists had contemplated the Other in 
their paintings, no very systematic study ofj the 
subject had been undertaken until well into the 
eighteenth century.

The protracted arguments, prior to this 
time, between the monogenists and the poly- 
genists, in the prehistory of anthropology, which 
have been amply described by Marvin Harris 
(1969), had less relevance as an attempt to 
understand the Other than as a disputation in 
biblical theology. Thus, even with more exten
sive anthropological studies in the nineteenth 
century, the persisting paradigm until the turn 
of the century was the ‘savagery/barbarism’ of 
the African pitted against the ‘civilization of the 
West’. The substantive shift that occurred at this 
period is exemplified in the work of Levy-Bruhl 
mentioned above.

PRE-LOGiCAL VERSUS LOGICAL

The anthropology of Levy-Bruhl marked a 
watershed in the understanding of the Other. 
Although like Frazer and Taylor before him, 
Levy-Bruhl was an armchair anthropologist, his 
work departed from the evolutionary quests of 
his predecessors or even the social scientific aspi
rations of his contemporaries, and instead 
focused on the psycho(logical) foundations of 
primitive culture. For want of a better term, but 
latching on to what proved very seminal in many 
respects, he characterized the representations of 
‘undeveloped peoples’ as evidence of a ‘pre- 
logical mentality’. This mentality was based on 
the 'law of participation’.

The collective representations of primitives, 
therefore, differ very profoundly from our 
ideas or concepts, nor are they their 
equivalent either. On the one hand, as we 
shall presently discover, they have not their 
logical character... On the other hand, they 
see many things there of which we are 
unconscious (Levy-Bruhl 1985:37-38).

The participation mystique and pre-logical 
mentality makes primitive reasoning ‘essentially 
synthetic’, ‘little given to analysis’, and ‘concrete’. 
Thus, memory plays a much more important 
role in primitive mental life than in that of the 
civilized, European mind. Objective validity is 
unknown to primitive cultures and

... the slightest mental effort involving 
abstract reasoning, however elementary it 
maybe, is distasteful to them (Levy-Bruhl 
1985:86-128).

The most notable features of this description are 
Ijj) firstly the mutation of the general cultural oppo

sition, savage versus civilized, hitherto dominant 
in anthropological discourse. In its place was 
erected an alternative frame ‘pre-logical versus 
logical’, which subsumed a host of subsidiary and 
associated concepts: ‘synthetic’ versus ‘analytic’, 
‘concrete’ versus ‘abstract’, ‘particular’ versus
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‘generalizing’. -‘Pre-logicaT does not mean ante
dating logic, or anti-logical or even alogical, as 
Levy-Bruhl is at pains to point out (Levy-Bruhl 
1985:78). Nevertheless, it set at nought the rules 
of logic as commonly known in the Western tra
dition, such as the law of non-contradiction and 
modus ponens. That is, primitives are wholly 
indifferent’ to Western logical procedure. This, 
for Levy-Bruhl, was the key to understanding the 
difference between savage and civilized cultures, 
rather than the earlier futile pursuit of the evolu
tionary paths through which the one society has 
trodden from one stage to another.

But it ought to be immediately added that 
this conceptual departure did not in any way 
imply a repudiation or rejection of the earlier 
paradigm. It rather concretized and specified the 
sometimes nebulous meanings associated with 
the notions of savage and civilized. Second, 
while earlier descriptions, for example, 
Morgan’s, had been concerned with the mode of 
production, or family and kinship relations of 
the societies in question, Levy-Bruhl thought 
that these were only material expressions of the 
mentality o f the group. Even the remarkable 
difference in the structure of language of primi
tive and civilized peoples was determined by 
their varying mentalities. Thus social scientists 
such as Emile Durkheim might elaborate the 
institutions which go into the formation of the 
social structure, but the very foundation of these 
structures and processes, o f culture is the form of 
mind behind the operations. 
ffepThe third aspect of this frame is that it posed 

in alternative terms what we have already seen in 
Hume’s celebration o f the superiority of 
European culture. Levy-Bruhl speaks o f ‘collec
tive representations’ of primitives, not just repre
sentations, which could imply individual cre
ations. In the light o f recent debates on 
ethnophilosophy among African philosophers 
(cf. Hountondji 1976; Wiredu 1980; Mudimbe 
1988; Appiah 1992; Sogolo 1993), this idea of 
collective representations assumes a particular 
poignancy. Levy-Bruhl spoke of them as collec
tive, following the contemporary terminology, 
not because he is interested in rendering a

general (collectivist) account of a culture, but 
because the participation mystique is at one with 
this collectivity. Primitive culture is participated 
in collectively, it is a shared reality; the idea of 
individual, and by implication, dissident, grasp 
or assessment of reality, individual creativity and 
so on, runs counter to the ethos of primitive 
culture. Articulated then with a logic and episte- 
mology were ethics.

While a vast majority of the functionalist 
school of anthropology (and here we include 
such disparate figures as Bronislaw Malinowski, 
Franz Boas, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, and Paul 
Radin) were antagonistic to the pre-
logical/logical frame enunciated by Levy-Bruhl, 
his continued influence in cultural cognitive 
studies is undeniable (Scott-Littleton 1985). 
The thrust of this influence can be seen in two 
different but related directions, first of all, the 
emic-etic dispute from the sixties became articu
lated with critical methodological and theoreti
cal issues concerned with the concept o f cultural 
relativity in the new ethnography. On this basis, 
the functionalists’ criticism of Levy-Bruhl 
becomes, in effect, a validation of putative uni
versal categories under whose suasion non- 
Western cultures were and could be studied.

There is a curious permutation of these ideas 
in the consolidation of the colonial state all over 
Africa. On the one hand, the French model, thor
oughly convinced of the superiority of European 
(French) culture, in the understanding of the 
cognitive paradigm so dearly set out by Levy- 
Bruhl, in effect created two sorts of citizens 
within the state -  black men who had achieved 
honorary status as French citizens as a conse
quence of having acquired civilization, and the 
mass of the African savage population with 
which the state was forced by economic and 
political considerations to have dealings and to 
protect from competitors. The British model, on 
the other hand, granting, as British functionalist 
anthropology did, some, admittedly doubtful, 
humanity to the African primitives, elaborated a 
system which permitted the natives to govern 
themselves after their own fashion, but within 
the legal and political limits set by the Master.
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The cultural conquest could more systematically 
proceed through the religious and educational 
system, which, while it did not officially force 
anyone, became prerequisites for political and 
social advancement of any deserving native.

PERCEPTUAL VERSUS CONCEPTUAL

From another direction is the work of Claude 
Levi-Strauss, especially his most seminal book in 
this respect, The savage mind (1966). This work 
was intended as a response to the arguments of 
Levy-Bruhl, proposing to show the logicality of 
the primitive mind and the structural orderliness 
of his conceptual schemes. Identifying primitive 
knowledge schema with magic and the civilized 
one with science, Levi-Strauss argued, however, 
that primitive man had a genuine scientific spirit 
and logical-categorial abilities as can be seen in 
his nominal and classificatory systems and his 
myths. He admits that these modes of knowl
edge acquisition are not necessarily the preserve 
of any one culture. Yet, fundamental differences 
exist between the two.

The characteristic feature of mythical 
thought is that it expresses itself by means of a 
heterogeneous repertoire which, even if exten
sive, is nevertheless limited. It has to use this 
repertoire, however, whatever the task in hand 
because it has nothing else at its disposal (Levi- 
Strauss 1966:17).

This mode of inquiry Levi-Strauss charac
terizes as ‘bricolage*. In a pattern of thought, the 
‘bricoleur’ is perceptual where the scientist is 
conceptual. The latter opens up new possibilities 
of knowledge by extension and renewal, while 
the former conserves knowledge by means of 
reorganization of what is already known. Also, 
the scientist creates events by means of struc
tures and in this way changes the world; the 
‘bricoleur’, on the other hand, creates structures 
by means of events.

Levi-Strauss’ declaration that these two 
mental modes are not unique to any given 
culture seems to be at one with the intention of 
the functionalists, contra both Levy-Bruhl and

the evolutionists, namely to demonstrate the 
similarity of all cultures in terms of their syn
chronic social operations, in spite of other 
differences. But what unites all these can be dis
cerned by analysing some of the most important 
postulates of Levi-Strauss in comparison with 
Levy-Bruhl. Scientific thought, Levi-Strauss 
argues, is conceptual, while mythical thought is 
perceptual. While his compatriot does not adopt 
this terminology, the conceptual is cognate with 
Levy-BruhTs ‘analytical’, just as the perceptual 
shares a relation with the ‘synthetic’. Percepts 
are commonly held to be integrative, while con
cepts on the other hand can be grasped fully only 
in their analytical frame, and thus belong to a 
higher epistemological order.

In a similar manner, scientific thought is 
innovative, ever inventive of new technological 
forms, while mythical thought is conservative, 
recreating existing structures in a manipulative 
way but without creating anything new. In the 
light of what we shall see below when we con
sider what Walter Ong (1977, 1981, 1982) has 
to say concerning his so-called oral cultures, 
even Levi-Strauss’ reluctance to identify any 
particular cultures with a mythical or scientific 
spirit poses a problem, and not merely a moral 
one. What we need to ask is why the problem 
has to be presented the way it has been. If, fol
lowing the structuralist thesis, all life and culture 
present themselves in a binary form, why would 
this binarism be limited only to individuals or 
within cultures and not among cultures? Is not 
this binarism also a necessity of the conditions 
and possibilities of knowledge? That is to say, 
meta-theory in structuralism cannot be abstract
ed from this general binary condition, otherwise 
structuralism is being pressed arbitrarily into 
heuristic service. I f  this is so, all forms of knowl
edge and their organization and articulation 
within any episteme become binary and it is only 
right and fair to identify Levi-Strauss with a 
binary view of racial and cultural forms of 
knowledge. This is in part what Jacques Derrida 
means when he accuses Levi-Strauss’ cultural 
theory of ethnocentrism masking as anti-ethno- 
centrism (Derrida 1976:120-122).
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The other- point is that if myth and science 
are really such dichotomous orders o f knowing 
and knowledge, their mode of existence and 
mutual relationship within the individual or cul
tural subject is far from dear in Levi-Strauss’ 
explanation. Do they exist in a sub- or super
ordinate relationship with fiftch other or are they 
co-terminal, co-ordinate, homologous? At any 
rate, myth or magic has more recently come to 
be seen as incommensurable with science. What 
is the basis of the selection of epistemes for com
parative analysis? Why is myth or magic 
opposed to science? Why is the opposition not 
between myth and modern religion? Simply put: 
the selection o f the terms of a paradigm are 
coloured ideologically. Levi-Strauss is working 
within the grid of a power-knowledge, and the 
supposed attempt to decontextualize this, to 
objectify its terms, just serves to reinforce it in a 
sophisticated way.

ORAL VERSUS WRITTEN

The change in the interpretation of the 
savage/civilized paradigm by the structuralists 
also coincided with the change of the political 
fortunes of imperialism. By the fifties, the 
African subject was no longer content to acquire 
the civilization of the Master. He too wanted a 
share of the political estate. In theoretical terms, 
he could no longer be dismissed as the pre- 
logical primitive, but only now, following the 
Levi-Straussian doctrine, as just the exemplaxy 
mythical thinker. Under the new argot, everyone 
was adjudged to be in some way mythical, 
although some were indeed more mythical in 
thought than others. Looked at in this way, it 
becomes particularly significant that similar 
efforts to change the tune of the song without 
changing its sense, were being undertaken from 
another direction, at about the same time. I refer 
to investigations in philology and communica
tion studies involving such a diverse collection of 
scholars as Milman Parry, Eric Havelock, 
Harold Innis, Albert Lord, Marshall McLuhan, 
arid Walter Ong. The basic argument here is that

civilization, certainly Western civilization, owes 
its origin to writing. With the Greek invention 
of the alphabet, the organization of knowledge 
was radically transformed. In oral cultures, the 
poets, sages, and thinkers depend on poetic 
rhythm and narrative structure to ensure the 
remembrance of past utterances. With the intro
duction of writing, this mnemonic function is 
most effectively served by the medium itself, 
making the storage and retrieval of knowledge so 
much easier (Havelock 1963,1976a, 1976b).

The consequences of this development in 
the means of communication were not merely 
practical or mnemonic in the individual sense. 
What it achieved was alteration in the way the 
consciousness of Western men and women is 
organized. There was a paradigmatic shift from 
a time-oriented focus of communicative con
sciousness to a space-oriented one. Even more 
importandy perhaps, there was a change in the 
style of knowledge presentation resulting in a 
dominance of discourses that were more and 
more definitional, descriptive, and analytical 
(Havelock 1963,1991; Ong 1977,1982; Goody 
and Watt 1968; Goody 1977). Here was the 
origin of Western science and philosophy. 
Havelock puts quite starkly:

Without modern literacy, which means 
Greek literacy, we would not have science, 
philosophy, written law or literature, nor the 
automobile or the airplane (Havelock 
1991:24).

But it is Walter Ong who has provided by far the 
most sustained elaboration of the cultural conse
quences of the change in the medium of com
munication. For him, the transformation o f the 
mode of codification and structuration of 
knowledge led to a cultural regimen which 
placed greater premium on innovativeness, 
inventiveness, and objectivity. Discourses that 
emerge from such a milieu tend to be abstract, 
analytic, syllogistic, and definitional, and their 
immediate context of production is generally 
privatist. In contrast, oral cultures tend to be tra
ditionalist and conservative; its members acquire
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knowledge and skill by personal participation 
and practice; and its conceptual categories are 
invariably concrete and are interiorized as com
munal knowledge. Even the forms o f social and 
political organization in oral and literate cultures 
differ as a result of this single technological 

, development.
% ^—̂ This is where the real challenge in this inter

pretation of cultures lies and the source of the 
unease it generates in many scholars (cf. Street 
1984): What valid historiographic procedure 
permits a causal account o f culture that relies 
exclusively on only one technological item? But I 
think the problem is much more than this. Indeed 
even before addressing the epistemological issues 
raised, there is the elementary question of the his
torical validity o f some o f the claims made in this 
account. It has become a historical commonplace 
that we owe the phonetic alphabet to the Greeks. 
But this lias been contested seriously by I. J. Gelb 
in his The study of writing (1963). Following 
several authorities, he contends that the Greeks 
borrowed their alphabetic signs from the 
Phoenidans. But when presented with incontro
vertible evidence of this truth, some scholars have 
hastened to add that, even if the Greeks did not 
create the alphabet, it was their introduction ‘o f 
the vowel into the Semitic Aleph-Beth which has 
made the alphabet what it is today. But Gelb 
would not provide even this much comfort to 
these determined ethnocentrists. Says he:1

The Greeks did not invent a new vowel 
system but simply used for vowels those 
signs which in the various Semitic systems of 
writing likewise can function as vowels in 
form of the so-called matres kctionis... The 
greatness of the Greek innovation lies, 
therefore, not in the invention of a new 
method of indicating vowels but in a 
methodical application of a device which the 
early Semites used only in an irregular and 
sporadic fashion. As we have seen, even the 
.Semitic and other Near Eastern writings in 
the course of time developed this method of 
indicating vowels to such an extent that they, 
too, were on the way toward creating a full

system o f vowel signs and consequently an 
alphabet (Gelb 1963:181-182).

But the Havelock-Ong argument has other 
problems as well. I f  literacy is responsible for 
Greek artistic and sdentific glory, what can 
account for the relative low-technology of India 
which took over the Semitic alphabet at about 
the same time as the Greeks? Against this posi
tion it has sometimes been urged that in India or 
among the Semites, literacy was restricted to the 
scribal dass. But then, how did literacy manage 
to serve the commercial purpose as it did with 
the Phoenidans? And at any rate how wide
spread indeed was literacy among the Greeks? 
The Greek City States were not a uniform 
socio-political and cultural experience and so the 
reliance on the Athenian model for these gener
alizations is rather problematic. To take only 
one brief example: the Spartiatae enjoyed none 
but a military sort of education. Thus to argue 
that Greek achievements in science and philoso
phy are due to the pervasiveness of literacy is dis
tinctly to overstate the case.

But even on its own grounds the argument is 
difficult to sustain. Brian Street (1988) has 
pointed out that the formulation o f the argument 
leaves one uncertain whether these supposed 
effects pertain to individuals or to sub-groups or 
to the entire culture. Havelock (1963), began 
with the description of the consequences of liter
acy for Plato’s discourse and ended up with a 
large-scale generalization for Western culture. It 
certainly is a questionable proceeding method
ologically to generalize the findings of a subset to 
other subsets of a higher hierarchy. For instance, 
can we say that the sort o f discursive virtues -  
rationality, objectivity, analysis, definition -  asso
ciated with the Academy (both Plato’s and ours), 
are achieved at every instance o f literate dis
course? Moreover, ideologically speaking, are the 
virtues of the academy necessarily the virtues of 
all dasses in the sodal or cultural order? (c£ 
Street 1984). And if the point is pressed home, it 
is indeed a strange sort o f person who, at all occa
sions of verbalization, is without exception theo
retical, objectivist, and rationalistic. But ulti-
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mately the strongest argument against this posi
tion is that no literate mentality would have any 
way of knowing anything about the so-called oral 
mentality because, following the position of 
these scholars, it is already trapped in its own lit
erate mind-cast. It has no means at all o f gaining 
access to the oral consciousness.

One interesting aspect of the differentiation 
between orality and literacy is that it appears to 
have mastered the art o f the ventriloquist, able to 
speak from both sides of the mouth at once. On 
the one hand, it is presented as a mere commu
nicative distinction, that is, as a distinction 
between spoken and written forms of discourse. 
In such a case, it is possible to study it as a 
rhetorical phenomenon. On the other hand, this 
difference is presented as a cultural difference. 
There seems occasionally an intellectual sleight 
of hand whereby obvious communicative fea
tures are isolated, whose differences are then 
elaborated until an essentialist cultural paradigm 
is achieved. This has misled certain linguistic 
scholars in reposing excessive faith in the 
spoken/written distinction.

In the various aspects of language study -  
phonology, semantics, morphology, and syntax 
-  differences between spoken and written lan
guage have been drawn, leading to such categor- 
ial differences as greater abstraction, elaboration, 
decontexualization, explicitness, and richer 
vocabulary in written language (Goody 
1987:264). Starting from this position, other 
scholars have been more concerned with specify
ing the discourse features of speaking and 
writing, that is the language production process 
itself (cf. Chafe 1982, 1985; Chafe and 
Danielewicz 1987). For instance Chafe (1982) 
proposed that speaking is done in spurts of what 
he called ‘idea units’ at a rate of about one in two 
seconds, corresponding roughly to our normal 
tliinking rate. This can be compared to writing 
which is over ten times slower, thus forcing our 
thoughts to get ahead of our expression. The 
result is that in writing

... we have time to integrate a succession of
ideas into a single linguistic whole in a way

that is not available in speaking (Chafe 
1982:36).

Chafe (1985), and especially Chafe and 
Danielewicz (1987), followed up this conse
quence, and using as data four discourse types -  
dinnertable conversations, lectures, letters, 
and academic papers, which correspond respec
tively to informal spoken language, formal 
spoken language, informal written language, and 
formal written language -  concluded in much 
the same manner as Goody, using indeed iden
tical terms. Spoken language, for him, had 
greater audience involvement than written 
language, greater involvement of self in the 
speech and greater involvement with the reality 
spoken about. This contrasts with the writer’s 
detachment and his

... interest in ideas that are not tied to 
specific people, events, times or places, but 
which are abstract and timeless (Goody 
1987:108).

Linguistic studies such as these have about them 
an air of ‘scientific’ objectivity, of dealing only 
with ‘facts’ and data untrammelled by the 
assumptions of cognitive and theoretical anthro- 
pology. In fact in many of them (for instance 
Chafe 1982, 1985), there is no evidence of any 
awareness of the work of Havelock, Ong, or 
McLuhan. In this way, they mask a whole ideo
logical apparatus. For instance, it is a common
place of institutional pedagogy that expository 
and discursive writing should eschew personal 
references, and aim at detached forms of expres
sion. This is an idea imparted from the earliest 
years of the school system. To speak of an aca
demic norm as if it were a reality independent of 
its social context and discoverable by means of 
the empirical method is curious, to say the least 
(cf. Street 1984). Is it not rather the norm, 
however it may have come about, strengthened 
and safeguarded by a range of ideological opera
tions, that gives rise to social practices which in 
turn enforce the normative order? To speak of 
these practices as objective, observable ‘facts’ of
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society or culture, without adverting to their 
genesis and context, can only be due to wilful 
blindness. Fortunately, not all scholars operate 
in this fashion. Some, for example, Deborah 
Tannen (1982), frankly admit that their work is 
based on investigating and testing the validity of 
the claims of cognitive anthropology. While 
some of their findings show divergence on 
certain specific features, most, however, validate 
these claims (cf. Olson 1977, 1988; Torrance 
and Olson 1985; Olson and Torrance 1991). 
The cumulative impression you are left with is 
that these scholars are working to the answers.

The point can be well illustrated by the work 
of Tannen (1982), where she examined the pro
cessing of narrative discourse by two sets of sub
jects, American and Greek. Both groups are lit
erate, but she found that Greek subjects adopted 
strategies ‘associated with orality, such as for
mulaicness of ianguage, personal/emotive 
involvement and internal evaluation. American 
subjects, on the other hand, adopted writing 
strategies: external evaluation, decontextualiza- 
tion, and novelty of expression. Tannen is clearly 
at pains to stress the interconnectedness of 
orality and literacy, as well as the limitation of 
her interest to these varying strategies and their 
fluidity in different discourse situations. But 
when she declares finally that there is no point to 
labelling people as either oral or literate (Tannen 
1982), one is at a loss what purpose this caveat is 
intended to serve. It surely cannot be very rele
vant to her, in the context o f her discussion, 
whether some people are labelled one way or 
another. But she has a professional obligation to 
examine whether the constitutive terms on 
which she relies for the description of her 
research findings are reliable ones, whether there 
is a sufficient, rational basis for adopting them or 
if  they run the risk of purveying more than she 
intended them to do. In other words, for her to 
avoid the charge of blindly following those she 
accuses of labelling, she has a responsibility to 
show the propriety, not to speak of the necessity, 
of associating those strategies with orality and 
literacy. What she cannot do is to take over 
wholly or partially those same associations and

then turn round to proclaim that she intended 
nothing else by them than as value-free descrip
tions of her research conclusions. This is espe
cially insidious in view of her stated awareness of 
the ideological and cognitive dimensions of the 
oral-literate debate.

RELIGIOUS VERSUS SCIENTIFIC

But it is in philosophical discourses that, as the 
phrase goes, the chickens come home to roost. 
In the last three decades an ardent debate has 
progressed as to the degree of rationality attrib
utable to primitive thought. Inspired mostly by 
the anthropological work of E. Evans-Pritchard 
(1937) and his later theory of religion (1980), 
this discourse has relied on a magic-science par
adigm (Wilson 1970; Hollis and Lukes 1982). 
Three main positions can be isolated: (a) primi
tive thought is irrational, illogical, and unscien
tific; (b) primitive thought is rational and logical 
but not scientific, or alternatively, it is rational 
but illogical and unscientific; (c) primitive 
thought is as rational and logical as scientific 
thought within its own cultural context. When 
presented in this manner, the rational is separat
ed conceptually from the logical and/or 
scientific, but in actual practice the disputants 
often use these terms interchangeably.

One approach that takes account of all three 
positions is Robin Hortons where he provides an 
expose o f the methods and objectives of tradi
tional and scientific thought. Primitive thought 
is, in this view, rational and logical in ways often 
analogous to science. Scientific thought quests 
for the unity, simplicity, order, and regularity 
that underlie apparent diversity, complexity, dis
order, and anomaly in the phenomenal universe. 
African traditional thought also seeks this 
through the structure of the pantheon and the 
categorial relations of its spiritual forces. And 
just like science, it does this through causal 
explanations, for example in the causal connec
tion between disease states and social conduct. 
Furthermore, the two forms of thought employ 
different levels of theory, low and high theory, to
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cover respectively narrow or wide areas of experi
ence. They both do this by a process of abstrac
tion, analysis, and integration. They both draw 
analogies between familiar and puzzling phe
nomena in their modelling processes.

But this does not turn African traditional 
thought into a species of scientific thought. For 
one thing, the African model is a closed system 
because unlike the open scientific culture, it 
neither understands nor tolerates alternative 
thought. It has a mystical attitude to language, 
takes recourse to a personal idiom and a contex
tual basis for its discourse. In the event, African 
traditional thought turns out to be lacking in 
logic and philosophy sensus strictu (Horton 
1970:159-160). In this way, Horton exposes 
finally his ambivalence about African traditional 
thought. But the real source of this ambivalence 
is not, as might well be imagined, a common
place Western prejudice. I propose that it is to 
be located in the paradigmatic equation that 
makes all African traditional thought religious 
(or magical or mythical). On the other side of 
the paradigm o f course is Western science. But 
if African traditional thought is prototypically 
religious, would it not then be more theoretically 
appropriate to compare it with Western religion, 
in this case, Christianity (accepting here, for the 
sake of the argument, that Christianity is the 
‘traditional’ religion of the Western world), 
given, as I have stated before, the incommensu
rability of magic and science.

At any rate, this should lead us to consider at 
some length the criteria of science. In the classi
cal model of rationality, no scientific theory is 
considered valid if it is not necessary, universal, 
and rule-governed (Brown 1988). It is, in this 
sense, irrelevant whether these truths have been 
arrived at inductively or deductively. What 
counts is that the results or conclusion must 
follow necessarily from the data or premises, 
that this relation be recognized as such, that the 
principle be applicable at every instance and 
domain, and that the entire proceeding should 
conform to the appropriate rules. However, the 
question remains: on what basis are data or 
premises selected or what makes them suitable

and acceptable? Secondly, who makes these 
‘appropriate rules’ and how can we tell if they are 
really appropriate? Following these arguments, 
philosophers generally agree that the only 
propositions that can fully satisfy the fundamen
tal conditions of rationality are self-evident and 
self-justifying ones, since ever)' other conceiv
able proposition seems to require precedent 
justification, thus leading to infinite regression. 
But apparently getting propositions that 
satisfied these two features simultaneously is 
impossible. When self-justifying ones were 
found, they were not self-evident. Their truths 
could only be grasped intuitively.

This untoward state of things has led to all 
sorts of speculative and critical efforts to resolve 
the dilemma. As a way out of the despondency 
of his colleagues, Karl Popper has proposed that 
while the truth of science cannot be proven, its 
falsehood can be refuted. Therefore, rationality 
consists not in corroboration of claims but in our 
readiness for their refutation, which is what 
empirical testing is all about. But even here, 
when pressed hard as to the procedural grounds 
for beginning this refutation at all (for example, 
on what rational basis we should accept Popper’s 
‘basic statements’), it turns out to be no more 
secure than convention. Now, if propositional 
foundations are lacking, we are no luckier with 
foundational rules. It does not seem sufficient 
merely to have a logical or scientific rule for 
testing or evaluating the rationality of any claim. 
We need appropriate rules, and therefore we 
need some way of judging that any given set of 
rules is the right one. As we have seen, no meta
rule seems available that does not involve us in 
regress. In fact, not even the most traditionally 
incontestable laws of logic (for instance the prin
ciple of excluded middle) are indubitable, as 
shown by intuitionist and other recent systems 
of logic (Brown 1988:70-78).

If the very foundations of scientific and 
logical rationality turn out to be no more than 
intuition or convention, on what grounds can 
cognitivists claim some truths of culture to be 
irrational and others not? The position rests on 
pretty thin ice, as philosophers of social science
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now generally agree. The concern that this posi
tion might involve us in cultural and moral rela
tivism is a genuine one, but is not answered by 
evading the argument. And it appears that the 
only reply seems to be the position summed up 
by Charles Taylor. For him, even if we can find 
no theoretical grounds for adducing superior 
rationality to Western scientific and technologi
cal culture, the obvious fact of its material 
achievements is an irrefutable proof of its being a 
higher order of life than that of primitive soci
eties:

I f  one protests and asks why the theoretical 
order is more perspicuous transculturally, 
granted the admitted difference between the 
aims of the activities compared, and granted 
that the two cultures identify and distinguish 
the activities differendy, the answer is that at 
least in some respects theoretical cultures 
score successes which command the 
attention of atheoretical ones, and in fact 
invariably have done so when they met, A 
case in point is the immense technological 
successes of one particular theoretical 
culture, our modem scientific one. O f 
course, this particular superiority commands 
attention in a quite non-theoretical way as 
well. We are reminded of the ditty about 
nineteeth-century British colonial forces in 
Africa: Whatever happens, we have got the 
Gatling gun, and they have not (Taylor 
1982:104).

Indeed, confronted with a Gatling gun argu
ment such as Taylor’s, what hope of refutation 
have we?

CONCLUSION

I have tried to show in the preceding analysis, 
the intertextual connection over a wide range of 
disciplines and periods of the cross-cultural cat
egories: savage/civilized, prelogical/logical,
oral/written, magical/scientific. I argued that the 
basis of the distinctions is hardly more than eth

nocentric convention or intuition. Can this intu
itive or conventional wisdom serve any function 
in the understanding of African culture and con
dition? One piece of received wisdom has it that 
the low state of scientific and technological 
knowledge in Africa is due to the intrinsic men
tality of Africans, which, being mystical, illogi
cal and so on, is incapable of scientific pursuit. It 
is pointed out that the state of technology in all 
Africa is evident proof of this. And as an addi
tional support, it is often stated that several 
Asian nationalities themselves passed through 
the colonial experience and underdevelopment, 
but have managed so far to industrialize. In sum, 
racial factors must have a role in scientific and 
technological ability. But this argument is so 
clearly circular there is no way to engage it.

The other more common argument is histori
cally based: for Africa to develop, the paths it 
must tread involve abandoning an oral, magical, 
pre-logical past, and gradually assimilating a 
written, logical, scientific culture of the West. 
This thesis has given rise to developmental 
studies in anthropology, sociology, economics 
and even philosophy where pre-colonial African 
thought systems, ethnophilosophy so-called, is 
regarded as not philosophy because (a) it is not 
individual, (b) not systematic and (c) cannot show 
historical continuity of any kind. The implication 
is that only by following the epistemic path 
already plotted by the West, can African philoso
phy -  and other disciplines for that matter -  make 
any progress. This argument has its own 
difficulties, but they need not detain us.

For the historical thesis to be meaningful, 
however, it should include also the understand
ing that if there is no African essence, culturally 
speaking, it is because each ethnic or national 
formation is unique, with a unique historical and 
cultural experience, even within the sharedness 
of racial and historical experience, and therefore 
no general path of development can be pre
scribed for all African groups. As for the general 
underdevelopment of Africa, this is a phrase 
impossible to understand. It assumes either that 
history is already foreclosed or that in Africa, 
development is static in a world of dynamic
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scientific and technological progress. But the 
model of history, the history o f the West for 
instance, as one continuous upward swing in 
progress, is little more than a pious fiction. Every 
national history is an uneven topography, with 
plains, hills, and valleys: periods o f rapid material 
development, longer or shorter moments of stag
nation, and times o f more or less serious decline. 
The fashionable pessimism about material and 
societal development in Africa seems to me to be 
more a part of a sustained doctrine of congenital 
incapacity than a serious reflection on history.

What can we make of the cross-cultural para
digms in -view of the African condition? It seems 
to me that they serve merely to obscure efforts to 
come to grips with the African condition. They 
provide no access to understanding either the past 
or the present of Africa. They have served great 
uses in the colonization and exploitation of 
Africa, as Mudimbe suggests. But they are no key 
to the knowledge of Africa. On the contrary, their 
peipetuationmerelyserves torepeat theoutdated - 
myth of Africa as the ‘whiteman’s burden’.


