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“The struggle for reason in Africa” – MB Ramose 

Statement of the question: 

Why and how was the concept of reason used to justify colonisation and to pursue its aims to (1) 

conquer and proselytise the conquered, (2) conquer and wrongfully dispossess the conquered of 

their freehold interest in their territory (disseise), and 

assume sovereignty over them, (3) impose unilaterally, and on behalf of the conquered, the 

meaning of experience, knowledge and truth (in short, “kill knowledge” – commit 

“epistemicide”)? 

Thesis to be defended 

The restrictive interpretation of Aristotle’s definition of the human being as a rational animal 

may not be justified on ontological, ethical, political and juridical grounds. 

Approach and method 

Aristotle defined the human being – “man” – as a rational animal. Colonisation used this 

definition in the restrictive sense only, so that reason was the exclusive quality and preserve of 

the Western “man”. Other “man”-like (human-like) animals deserved to be colonised because, 

though they looked human, they were not human beings proper – by virtue of the fact that they 

did not have the quality of reason. This ontological defect imposed on the coloniser implied the 

putative ethical duty to conquer, proselytise, disseise and commit “epistemicide” of the 

colonised. This imagined duty was actually translated into practice. In the process, a challenge 

arose from within. Bartolomeo Las Casas questioned the wisdom and justice of colonisation on 

the basis that proselytisation was intended for human beings only. Since the colonised did not 

fall within the definition of “human beings”, it was meaningless, unwise and unjust to colonise 

them and pursue the aims of colonisation. A debate on this point ensued between Las Casas and 

Sepulveda. The end of this debate resulted in the papacy departing specifically from the papal 

bulls of Romanus Pontifex, Dum Diversas and Inter Caetera Divinae, by issuing the bull 

Sublimis Deus. This papal bull declared expressly that “all men are rational animals”. In effect it 

removed the contradiction between colonisation and proselytisation. At the same time it justified 

colonisation and reaffirmed its original aims. But the wide interpretation of Aristotle’s “man is a 

rational animal” did not eradicate the conviction that the African, the Amerindian and the 

Australasian are not rational animals. Consequently, the theory and practice of racism continued 

to get philosophical backing, exemplified in the philosophies of La Peyrere´, Kant, Locke, Hume 

and Hegel. In our time the tradition is manifest in the “Bell Curve Wars” in the United States, for 

example, as well as in post-April 1994 South Africa. It is important to emphasise that the 

Spanish are the only colonisers from the West known to have allowed an ethical debate on the 

morality of colonisation. This by itself did not halt Spanish colonisation. However it is testimony 

to Spain’s moral sensitivity about colonisation. 
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Conclusion 

The author concludes that despite apparent gains made, for example in the domain of 

international politics through the appointment of Kofi Annan as the first sub-Saharan African 

Secretary General of the United Nations Organisation, the struggle for reason in Africa is far 

from over. The conviction lives on among a great majority of the posterity of the coloniser that 

the statement “man is a rational animal” was indeed not spoken of the African, the Amerindian 

and the Australasian. Instead of trying to persuade the posterity of the coloniser to recognise and 

understand the folly of their conviction, the author urges the formerly colonised to construct 

knowledge and define truth on the basis of their experience as human beings second to none in 

their humanity 


