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The most general classification of African philosophy: language 

Anglophone African philosophy 

This philosophy is propounded by philosophers from previously English colonial lands in Africa. 

It emerged from a more turbulent intellectual climate than its Francophone equivalent. It is 

influenced by the analytical style of philosophising, which, according to Wiredu (2004:99) 

provide for a more narrow conception of philosophy than its Continental counterpart. 

Anglophone African philosophy emerged partly in reaction to Placide Tempels’ La Philosophie 

Bantoue, especially after the latter was translated into English in 1959. Early philosophers of this 

trend were critical of the ethnocentrism (and Eurocentrism in particular) of many Western 

philosophers which was expressed in what became known derogatively as the “primitive” 

mentality of Africans. Accordingly, African philosophers embarked on an “apologetic” 

philosophy, explaining alternative worldviews of African people.  

Generally one can identify a two-fold movement in Anglophone African philosophy. The first 

movement is a reaction against colonialism. As a result African philosophical discourses in this 

movement were dominated by ideological and political postures which were intended to lead to 

the decolonisation of Africa. The following philosophers and politicians were at the centre stage 

of this struggle: 

- Kwame Nkrumah (Ghana) 

- Julius Nyerere (Tanzania) 

- Kenneth Kaunda (Zambia) 

- Leopold Senghor (Senegal) 

- Nnamdi Azikiwe (Nigeria) 

- Sekou Toure (Guinea), and many others. 

 

The second movement is the struggle for the professionalisation of African philosophy. Through 

this movement departments and conferences of African philosophy were opened. Some of the 

leading figures in this movement were the following: 

 

- John Mbiti (Kenya) 

- Odera Oruka (Kenya) 
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- Kwasi Wiredu (Ghana) 

- Kwame Gyekye (Ghana) 

- Dismas Masolo (Kenya)  

- Emmanuel Eze (Nigeria) 

- Mogobe Ramose (South Africa) 

- Barry Hallen (USA) 

 

For further reading, see Barry Hallen’s “Contemporary Anglophone African philosophy: a 

survey” (2004:99–148) in Blackwell’s companion to African philosophy. 

 

Francophone African philosophy 

According to Irele there are two perspectives that dominate philosophical thought and discourse 

in contemporary French-speaking Africa: the question of identity and the dilemma of modernity.  

On the question of identity: Since the era of colonialism Africans have struggled to understand 

themselves and their place in the world. Colonialism was seen as a violent confrontation between 

Europe and Africa which led to an emotional response concretised in negritude. In the post-

colonial era the policy of assimilation, together with the characterisation of Africa and Africans 

in European literature (eg the novels of Loti, Hegel’s philosophical works, de Gobineau’s 

ethnological speculation and Levy-Bruhl’s ethnological work culminating in The primitive 

mind), led to alienation – which became the dominant theme in Francophone African literature 

and which culminated in the problem of identity as a central philosophical theme. Negritude 

developed as an answer to this identity crisis. It is an attempt to postulate a black racial identity 

founded upon an original African essence. It played an important polemical role. Negritude is, 

however, not the only philosophical perspective of importance in French-speaking Africa. This is 

clear from the criticism against negritude. The framework is challenged – is negritude a valid 

concept? Is this an acceptable rendition of the African’s world-view? Is it still relevant? The 

foundation on which it is built is challenged.  

On the question of the dilemma of Modernism: Irele alludes to “a continuing crisis of African 

consciousness”. Colonialism caused a crisis for Africans but the end of this system did not end 

the crisis. Philosophers could not ignore the crisis, which meant an extension of the terms of the 

debate so as to include the African’s experience of modernity. This brought reflection in 

Francophone Africa closer to philosophical activity in Europe. On the one hand, in the direction 

of critical involvement, African philosophers critically evaluate the Western tradition of 
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philosophy and its historical consequences as well as its transformation potential in the African 

context. On the other, European philosophers also reflect on modernism, on the fundamental 

human issues raised by the impact of modern technological civilisation, which means that there 

is common ground between the two traditions which is exploited. We can conclude that Irele 

started by identifying two main philosophical streams, and ended by claiming that “the 

movement of ideas of the French-speaking African intelligentsia demonstrates the plurality of 

African discourse”. 

Other features which are prominent in Francophone African philosophy: The following are 

discussed by Irele: 

a) Ethno-philosophy: 

Father Tempels – a Flemish-speaking Belgian – published a very controversial book, with the 

title Bantu philosophy. The book had a tremendous influence on the development of African 

philosophy. Irele also pays some attention to Alexis Kagame, an African follower of Tempels. 

According to ethno-philosophy we have to look for African identity in the African’s view of 

reality. According to Irele, the historical school, as expounded by Cheikh Anta Diop, looks for it 

in ancient history. 

b) The critique of Africanist discourses: 

Irele presents VY Mudimbe, a philosopher who is critical of all Africanist discourses because 

they do not face what he sees as the main problem in post-colonial Africa: that of coping with 

modernism. According to him they do not face the problem of the relationship between discourse 

(thinking) and modernity in Africa. In short, because Africans are not involved with scientific 

and technological development, they are not part of scientific (modernist) discourse and 

thinking; therefore modernity is problematic for them. Modernity is a problem because 

epistemological (knowledge) colonialism has not ended yet. 

 

 


