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FROM THE ARCHIVES
Presuppositions in the Study of African Social and Political Thought
Max Assimeng
Abstract

The essay sought to initiate discussion among scholars of social and political
theory on a then insufficiently acknowledged problem in African intellectual
history. Attention was drawn to the neglect of African social and political thought
in worldwide social and intellectual analysis in the hopes that it would lead to
rigorous examination and debate that would lead to new and generalizable
conceptual frameworks.

Résumé

L'essai eut pour objectif d'amorcer une discussion parmi les spécialistes de la
théorie politique et sociale sur un probléme qui fut insuffisamment reconnu dans
I'histoire intellectuelle africaine a I'époque. L'attention fut attirée sur la négligence
de la pensée politique et sociale africaine dans I'analyse intellectuelle et sociale
sur le plan mondial, et ce, dans I'espoir d’engendrer un débat et de réaliser un
examen rigoureux qui aboutiraient & de nouveaux cadres conceptuels
généralisables.

https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/contjas.v6i2.4

At the time of publication, the author was an Associate Professor of Sociology at the University of
Ghana, Legon. In addition to his vast intellectual output, Professor Assimeng was also politically
active, involved, for example, in the now defunct National Commission for Democracy (NCD). The
NCD, among other things, formulated a programme for effective realisation of a true democracy for
the consideration of the Provisional National Defence Council (PNDC) government.
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THE, STULY OF AFRICLN S0CIaL
ITTCAL TH .JUKJHT *

Max Jsoimengt*

Introducticn

The essay seeks to initiate largewscale concern and:
discussion among scholars of social and political: theoky on - - .
an as yet insufficiently acknowledged problem in African
intellcctual history.

african students of sociology, history, economics, . - .o
political science, and philesophy are introduced to sets of .- o
names and theoretlcal prop031t10ns ont the nature of human  ' .
SOClety and the dlrectlon of social develoPment. BUT THEY FIND
THAT. LERICAN . NAMES LNDﬁIDEﬂS ARE SCHRCELY iNCLUDED IN* ANY . SUCH
DISCUGQIUNSo Why 15 this so Mlght 1t be thgt Afr1cans have not
contributed to the world's stock of what Chambllss (1981 L26)
calls meaningful social knowledge.

It may well be granted that African students appear unsure
about which African names and ideas they wish to see incorporated
in the study of social and political thought. slthough seome have
their own idols on the intellectual and political fields (such
as Nkrumsh, Nyerere, Azikiwe, Senghor, Cabral, Fanon, etc.),

they remain vague and unclear as to the theoretical status of
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the works of such favourites. Lf indeed Africans have offered thoughts
on the mature of social arrangemente, then perhaps in searching for
such thoughts for systematic codification and evaluation, we might ask
the following questions: (a) what have been the objects of their
speculation, and what questions have been asked? (b) What methods have
been employed to answer those questions? (c) bhat sorts of answers have
been given?

agreed
It ig generally/that, in any serious!study:ef rhilosophers and
philosephies, eiese are the central queetione for critical analysis
(ef. Russell 19615 Xlapp 1973; Chambliss 1954} .

The inability of students to point to any African thinkers of
significance in the history of social theorizing, seems to me to be
related to a number of factors integral to the nature of African
sociel structure and fraditional systemsof thought. These factors
include the tradition of oral communication by which men of wisdom
in traditional society usually expressed their ideas. This assertion
is itself subject to considerable debate, as we shall see in a
subsequent section of this paper. Nevertheless, literacy has usually
been seen as a pre-requisite for the systematic collation and analysis
of thought systems.on the nature of society: 'Thefrecord'of human
though awaited the development of the written word, and wise men with
the fruth on their lips have died and been fergotten, simply because
they left nothing tangible that endured’ {(Chambliss 1954:8). Thus,

Chambliss finds it imperative to begin his study of social thought
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wlth Babylonla;.'bee ruze of Llrot herﬁ not he rsay iﬁfermaticﬁ

about that 01v1117at10n' (C%e;JLlee, Of.. Clta, Pe %)

S bl e - 2o P
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1nere was 1¢bC tne aJSLFCu, i tr~u¢n10n 1 ¥rican society,

of a serloue sense of long-term hleoor10ee perepectlve and
AL i

1mag1na+1on from wgﬂch, for 1bstqrce, Dﬂtlmlat*C no»lonq of pvorrece

ot h, M ;-, ° 'Hi' ]

RIS ,"

and eeVelo“meut could dmerdﬁ a8 conceytual daze in

cial thinking. =~

One should addltlonully mentlon the fact that several lnterpretatlons

of aspects of soclal structure ‘were often erov:ded in thegeorm of

hallowed r;thology and legends, the authentlclty and loglcal

f
[ T

coherence of such 1nterpretat10ns were not only doubtful, but also
' . \)J- et : o
d1£f1cult to analyee empl“lcally

Thus, when 1t is clalmed in some (natlonallstlcally 1nep1red)
AT igr . rers et .

quartere that 1t is Afrlcans who ploneered the progress of

1nte11ectua1 development in the world (cf. the dlecu551on of Mazrul,
o .,1.. “., o -
1966}, other Afrlcans do nat share such clalms. The late Ghanalan

T ;.

eminent 501ent13t and meuxcal practltloner, Raphael Armattoe (1973: 95)

could +hus poetlcally present what appeared to hlm to be features of

the hfrlcan mznd'

Deep down the black man's mind there is nothing new
Qe bright, save midnipght darkuess and despair;
We tell you this, we are the onecs who dare
- For we:rhave learnt the magic spells thet; fow _
Have heard or known. There's horror stacked for you
' Behind the blackman's mind, The brain. that's there
The cruel homicidal sun flays bone bare,
Then ¢hars the simple dreg on ashen hig..
Oh{ if ours be the calm before the storm,
Then:this dark sullen cloud may break.with. sun.
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But not in our days. No, not in our days!

No. mortal wit may chaige his:#hape” 6r-form,

Or make the blackman's thoughtless life of fun
. Fit him to breed aught but a Servilé race.

Again, Orrin Klapp (1975 150) 4 recalllng Robert Hedfleld's nodel.

of the folk society: (7941), has noted of tradltlonal, folk socletles.

Almost everythlng is orgenlzed by klnshlp,
"a constellation of familial relaticnships".
Hence all relationships are personal - there
is no objectivity. The society is sacred ond
its world is also sacred. In such & world,
of course, there is no scientific thinking
nor secular values of the market place,’

0f course not all afrlcan schelare would awree w1th the““””“

Armattoe's chafacter;zatlon of the Afrzcan mlnd and 1ts cenxents,
a toplc whloh deserves more lengthy and serious treatment than e
hztherto been done. o

Afrlcen etudents are not saying that the names and 1deas that
are encountered 11 the hlstory of phllosqpuyand the 5001al sclences
in the wbat are not great names. Due acknowledgement is glven to
such wrlters as Plato, Arlefotle, Roger and rranc1s Bacon, Roussear,
Locke and modern social thlnkers such as Comte, Spencer, Marx, ueber,
Pareto, Durkheim, Parsons, and Elias. And, for what they are worth,
attempts are made_in'lectures ane:eieee discussions in African
uni;ersities to cogitate on those.eefeets or moee;s of soqiety in.

the writings of these thinkers which might provide useful analyticel

perspectives for the study of African social and political structures.
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The worry of Africam students appears to be this: might it
not be the case that there have been African thiqkere.eleo who have
contributed to the progress_efffﬁtellectual dé#é;egméne'in the realm
of social thinklngf in what respects might one contend wlth Jemes
Conyers (1972 1?3), for 1nstence, th;£':rbﬁ Kha 1dhun (the fqnls-born
Maghreb phlloeqher of hlsto;&, who l1Ved between 1332 and 1406) has
as much claim as any other one persoa to- be called the father of

sociology', and that

'Desplte the tendency to associate the development
of sociology with western phenomena and European
scholars, many scholars feel that this bias has
prompted us to "look awsy'' from Africa and Asia,
thereby further encouraging an error which is
generally prevalent ifi western culture®.

Perhaps, iuch of the controversy wight be Llocated in the often
unclear senses in which 'intellectual development' and ‘sccial
thought' are concéptualized and fnderstood. But more of this later.

‘. On one hand; it might bd“possible to respond to such query of
African students; by asserting simply that such students (and some
of - their enthusiastic lecturers, not to mention self<assertive
polltlclans -of newly independent countries) are 1ndulglng in’ cultural
nationgtism in their quest for the 1nc1u310n of égsigggg - and the:r
ideas - in’ global ‘intellectual history ‘and comparatlve socmal theorv.-
We mlght perhaps ‘Say then that paradlng it tradltlonal toga and
other ‘atfire and symbols in the corriddrs of the United Natidﬁé;and

other IEEMACTGIAL gatherings, is different, and should be so
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distizguished, from securing a place on the world map of intellectual
history. The corollary might then be to say that membership in the
republic of letters is not achieved by head counting or majority
votes. Or, as Inkeles and Smith (1974:3) ncte in connection with
modernization process in the Third Vorld, 'diplomatic recognition and
membarship in the Ynited Nations do not creaie a netion state'.

On the other hand, it might be seriously argued that perhaps
such exclusion of African thinking from the analysis of mainstream
social thought derives from the fact that, for a very long tiue,
there were really no known, i.e. documented, African disquisitions
of theoretical value thet might be incorporated in the serious study
of gocial or political theory. Recen?l&, howaver, attompts have been

made to examine what there is that might - or might not - be said to

pass for African systems of social thinking (cf. Otite 19783 Echeruo
1974; J. O'Connell 1963; Marais 19723 Afari-Gyan 19763 lends 19763
Clapham 1968; Shepperson 19643 Twumasi 1978; Agbeko 1977; Anaman
1977)."

There is another factor that should be recognized in explaining
the neglect of Africamn social thought in worldwide social and
intellﬁctual analysis. This is to the effect that perhaps no
intellectual atmosphere was created in African social and psycholo-
gical structures that might be regarded as conducive to the dis-
interested use of reason for speculating on social issues. Such an

atmosphere is itself dependent upon certain social and cultural
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situations.

Basically, attention is drawn to these problems in the hope
that the data that scholars have now begun to collect and asserible
on African social‘ and political ideas, might be subjected to nore

rigorous examination according to sowe criteria. Rigour and metiod

are essential if ideas are to be studied in terms of possible

philosophical propositions on the nature of man and of human scciety.

Such criteria es a commuhity of social analysts come to share and to
exarine, could then meaningfully serve as a framework for classifica=-
tion, categorization and critical evaluation of such data. As at
present, the various studies of African social and political ideas
seem not to harng appreciobly on any ggn&ralia&ble conceptual pegse.
Lately, however, we huave begun to encounter isolated examples of this
awareness. Such awareness, for instance, informs the study by J.
O'Connell (1963:77-93), in which he mentions that-'Senghor and Azikiwe
write with conscious awsreness of the use of concepts in political
science' whereas 'dNkrumah, inspite of 2 certain conceptual pOVertﬁ,
has better understanding of what = modern staite is than some political

commentator
scientists'. Another Y

hns written: *Nkrumah could not depend
upon reascns of logic to fight colonialism' (Dzirasa 1962:28). Tucker
{(1978) has cxamined Hich:i.ave;lli and Fanon as political philosophers

who groppled, at different times, with the basic problems of freedom,
legitimacy, and the moral basis of pclitical actioni whereas Michael

Rogin (1963) has sought parallelisms between African ideas of socisl
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aevelowment wnd Jcussedn's view conceprning the 'noble savage'.

There still remaings an issue that ghould be clarified, and that

issue is this: what should gtudents do when they discover that analysis

oi thought systenms differ as to whether a.particular thinkgr is
tevsteratic' or not? Clearly, this is a prbblem which the student
should be helped to examine and to resolve. It is a matter of regret,
therefore, that in their otherwise very uséful collection Readings in

African Political Thought (1975), Mutisc and Roh Rohio acknowledge

that their volume 'ié not intended to provide an analysis of African
thought. If it were such aﬁ analysis, we should be concerned with the
logical conéistency aﬁd empirical verification of African political
thought' (p. xi). However, even when such stﬁaies.are undertaken with
the princinel aim 'to erliCﬁ%? the =nalvae Eis political ideas as
they are révealeﬁ in hié writings and speeches', as Afari~Gyan (1976:
13) attempts té do oun the ideas of Kwane Nkiﬁmah, no specific
conceptual and methodological mapping is provided as a guide for
students who might also wish to evaluate ideas of Nkrumah, as of cther
leaders of thought in africa,

I believe that none of the foregoing responses and explanations
should be regarded as wholly adequate because there are still some
unexamined questions, namely:

(a) what is social thought? and

(b) what are pecbvle doing when it is said or claimed that -

they are thinking about society?
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For ouwr purpuses these questions on the essential nature of social

theught mist be . regarded as first-order questions. wWhen they have

Jbeen srapnpled with, perhaps the second-order questions might then.

hine upqn_thﬁfpllowigg points;

(a) have there indeed been African social theught?

(b}E:if there have, what have been the nature, essence, and
typifications of such social thoughts? . and

(@) :‘_:'_’n-‘:._‘%;.c_-:._?‘.{s.si._ble; reasons might be.adduced for the relative -

Beplect of africen thoughts (such as they have been); in

,Global intellectual history and. sociological analyses?

;The; vey, these guestions have been, posed in this egsay might. be:
rqggg?e@ as top, elementary. Bug, to my mind, the yardstick for
measuring the level.of development of a discipline is the extent to
which, the discipline's basic and elementary questions are poged and

exsiined,

The Hatirs of'Bocial Thoug;'n_._t }

P . IERYEAL

It isg necessary to set out the general area of socisal thought

.s.. el . _\_5-

and tie propertles that all seccial thouphts have in common, ;n order
to see tne senbe ;A whlch th; ;;r;dgigét be used in thls study of the
“frican situation. The field of social thought has engaged the "
attention of competent authorities for ‘some tlme now we mlght
implicitly try to dlscover the nature of Afrlcaﬁ thoughts on 300131

structure and cultural arrangements, on the basls of foundatxons

wiich have been laid for the field of study. We might then compare
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moda Dol airicsn u001aL thow k't witsh those that have

animated thinksrs in westera social and poiiltical history.

Te Bolliin Chamolizs (1954:4

J social thought is ‘conceyned with
human beings 1n their relations with their fellows. Man's thouvphts
sbout his relations to others vhether sxpresced in fellk litersture

or in the compositicns of individual writers'. Another foremost
authority on the histery of _oc1a1 thought, Farry Bdrnes (19u4 v11},
saw the field in terms of 'what social ph:lo sophers and soc*ologlgts
have said about the origin of human society, the ways 6& group life,-.
the developmnent and expression of social interestﬁ;stnd the moﬁészof..
both cultural lag and social progress'.

As the above contention of Barnes indicates, social thoutht is

often studied solely with’ respect to the ahllosonhlcal systeﬂsof greéﬁ

writers. But 4Africa produded A6 writera Uhtll rece

£+‘£1¥ééaa Yot it
seems obvious that, beforé gfeat vriters emerged, ﬁffiéaﬁs iﬂggggt
about their society, aﬁd'this thoughﬁ was embedded'inlfhe cbiiactiﬁé'.
phenomena of ‘social structuve. In probingifhé'ébje;ts of sociél
theorizing, several significant questions shouid serve asléﬁidelines
of such introduction. Some of such questioﬁé may Ee'posed in the
following manner: what have been the causes of widespread failing in
social_sirﬂctufa,'as these failihgs are Seen and experienced by the
thinkers or architects of programmes and suggestions for social
refofm? And what institutional solutibnﬁ.are of fered as capable of
returning society to a state of social, economic and political health?
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In probing responses to the forepoilng guestions, it would 1}
necessary for the student of social thought in Africa to analiyse
the traditional foﬁhiore, proverbs, and customary beliefs and
conduct. 1h¢u is oecause these serve -as the standard formulatlons
for the explanation and unde;stanqing, by traditional people, of
their éocial world and its direction.

Qlearly,thisiis bgt_ong of a number of possible approaches %o
soéiai thought; but I believe that-a soclological study of sccial
thoﬁght entails the arnalysis of the context of social structure.
We may thgn define social thought of this type as responses to the

Ci..Lllenges that arise in everyday life; and we must identify the.

points at which these challenges arise. What are the segial problems

that they have nad ionreuolwe? Where possible, we should also iry .to
identify the_agtual_individuals:whose“thoughts have been:stirred.
Wher any SHQh in@iyiduals_are located, 1t would be found that,
unlikg ?h;ﬁkersJin Burope (¢f. Zruickshork, 1260) and the United
States, ?he_wedium of exprezsion for Africars has been active rather
than discursive. 5ut.islthe”mediam.of expression significant in the
éﬁfinitiqp of socizl thoughs?

There appears to be a constant confuglon in the use of the
terms 'social theoryf and ‘social tqought‘ I have therefore found

it necessary to analytically distinguish between these terms. This

way, it should be posg 51ble to identify where on the scale of social
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analysis the thinkers wight be located.

By sociai;theory, one has in mind g more or less logically
interconnected set of propositions which purport to explain aspects
of socilal experieuoe. Ideally_eociel{theoriee should give rise to

.....

tools in further conceptuallzatlon and 1ndent1flcatlon of empirical

:f, T !-u

facts. Thus, eoczal‘theory is eeen as- 8 get of scientific postulates:
L n'\
sooial knowledge should grow threugh.conatent processes of explication

and validation.

Soc:..a.l thought on, the .other hand, ehouléi be seen mueh ore

broadly and 1ncluelve1y as;reflections . on. the nature of eoolal realmty,
or of coliective social expera.enceA Thus'vlewed,isoci;i thought can be
of propositional potentlalrfor soleut1f1q reaeeerch. An example of this
: - existing
kind of social thought is the: relat: onshrp that has been posited asé
between relataye deprlvatlon and the emergence of social movements.
Thls 13 theory 1n support of whlch scholarly data haye been assemhled.;t
of couree the actual content of the soclal thought itself might be of
the nature of soc1al dreamlng. Here too, an example is the wish/
fulfllment eutalled in the aeeumptlon that were eoc;allem 1net1tuted -
or a certaln type of eoc1al and political arrangement, 'Unlon Goverament',
for erample, as expounded pyhthe late_Qenerel Acheampong of Ghana -
everybody would he hapPYs and free from 5001a1 and political dlsruptlon.
Soclal thought of thle t\pe 15 the p“oduct malnly of v1510narles and

wyA

utoplans, but such people are also concerned about the natuwre and direction
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of human society, and much of the thought that should occupy the
study of africsn soeial reflection, should be of such peaple.

Let us now look at tue two stdes of scoial thought that we have
tried to portray, and the manner in which they zre generally differen~
tiated from one another,

General Characteristics

Rigorous

Bxact

Objective

Scientific

Systemetic & Tentative

. . | Testable/Nerifiable /Falsifiable.
Social Theory }J,,- Critical open-mindedness

Social Thought -~ | Impressionistic and vague
‘\‘N\ _’,,//' Bizarre .
Bmotionally 1nvolved
Social Myth Dogmatic, unchallengeable

Closed
\\\\\\k Unscientific
Ideological

It can be eeen *hat whxle all social theormes count as social

thought not all eoolal thought constltutee social theory. In Blaok

T i ‘-]l'

Afrlca. the ava1lable documentary and oral evldence indicates that
social thought has 1nvolved mor e of w1sh fulfllment than of systematlc
attempts to construct 5c1ent1f10 theorles, eSp8013113 theories on the
basis of careful and eystematlcally observed relatlonehipe of data iu
the eociei univeree. ﬁieh fulftiment is charaeterieed by the.conscious
and unconscious d1stortzon of faots and Values, and we may therefore

assume that such dletortzon, 1n the service of communlty interest and
86 |
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survival, is related to socizl and environmental ingecurity as a whole.

A feature that wideriing the lozical struecture of such analysis

is tl':at. gocial anc politiesl thoupght should be zeen in the context of
‘challenge' and 'response'. Thus, an appropriate starting Qoint in our.
endeavour invelves (a) delinesztion of those areas of social, cultural,
and psychological chalienge, and (b) specification of the ways in
which people experience these challenges and have responded tc. them,
This approach is not essentially newj in his major work The Social.
Philosophers (1973} Hisbet stresses "responses to crisis' as the

central leitmotif of western social philosophy:

The history of Western social philosophy is basicalliy
the history of men's idsas and ildeals of community.
ees CloOsely related €0 the ildea of community, forming
its negative hackdrop, as it were, is the idea of
anti-comuunity. There cre many ways in which this
idea can be expreased, given vivid manifestation, and
all of them are current in our own tine, There is the
fear of the social void, of alienation, or enstrange-
ment from other, even from one's own self, of loss of
identity, of great open speces of impersonality and
rejection (pp, 1, 2} :

Nisbet then adds (p. 9J:

‘Without the parceptioﬁ of deep criséé-that recur in
Western Buropean history, there would be very little-
indeed of what we call social philosCphy.

CONERXT OF S0CIAL THOUGHT

r
When it is said-that social thought is a universal enterprise, it
becomes necessary then to:examine the context of such thought. In this:

section, I discuss what socistal living entails, and what social

87

Assimeng.M/ Presuppositions in the Study of African Social and Political Thought.

problemns are likely to srgege the attention of thoge ﬁhO reflect

however casually, on their own societicg. The stress, throughout, is

on how one misht ¢licit the meanings which individusls themselves
attach to their actions id Eﬂ;wbéﬁrsé of socinl relatio nshipue. Cne
would nieed to stress that the Tact that members of = sociaty formulobe
their own ihter?féﬁatiﬁﬂé:ofi%he social order of.wﬁiéh fhe" are @ part,
is no substitute for the more auSt&iﬁéd'fe'lect1or of the pnllo;uphe;

and the sociologist; but then it needs to be clarifisd as to how tnc

sociologist and the philosopher diffexr from those who merely erTanc ;n
what Berger and Luckiann (1966) call the 'recipe knowledge' of society.
Social. thoupht has becone an - academic objeet of study; it is

studied in part in. everal dicciplines. Among these disciplinés are

1ntellectual hlatorg or the history of idens; rolitics; ?dﬁif;
anthropolopf‘.ani ooc‘al and fhor AJ philog oﬁhyfwﬂfricg_hq$';op given
rise tradltlonally to anyt“¢n~ ll{e thg d1v1ﬁloLL; and it i thercfore
not easy to dlbtln“Ul sh the African thlnkL“;; partlcularly those of pre=-
colonial and pre-literate times. The whole ethos of thinking in African
society was not one of 1nd1v1dual debate, acd - until fairly recently -
conditions have not: been buéh'ab ta fa0111tate 1ndependent aebatn.

In western hlstorles of aoc1a1 and pOllth&l thought, the mrnceuur"

r

is normally to go from thinlker to thinker - Plato, Arlstotlc‘ fo
Bacon, Hobbes, Locke,  Adaw Smith, and so on. They were'thinkers coout

society. Africa does not offer exact equivalents; nonethoéfess there
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were soclal arranginents, sccial values, énd Sociai sentiments.
Whether one wants to cay 'social consclence’, is perhaps'a more
disputablie matrter; but thers was obvioualy a pattern of apprehenéions
about sbeioty, and this was a widely shared interpfefation ﬁf.the
social world. Some of the features Sf tﬁat.social appreﬁéﬁéioﬁ:w§£é;

a cosmology (of one sort or ancther); an awareness of evil, and the

idea of theodicy; an idea of rights and dgtiés;'éf:sociél'justice; of

authority; .¢f the relation of ecenomic to political pdwer; of law and

customs; of necessary'religioﬁssoﬁligéticﬁé{ of cbrfeéf féiaﬁioﬁé
between males and females, and bhetwesn zpge grades. |

In this regard, we may say that social though£ as.ah éiéréise is
a universal enterprise. Of no people can it be deniéd that.fﬁey.havé
the capacity to accumulate an intelle??qa; capﬁtéi;'hdwevéf siall,
that embodies the group's fﬂé;é;”ééﬁlgéf%dhséT;nd somé cﬁnééptiohé of
the social good. Probably it is in a COntext:such és.this; that

Shepperson (1964:22) notes that

Vifrican Political Thought is as old as human society
in Africa. To believe otherwise is to presume that
pre-literate peoples cannot think politically, or that,
inspite .of constant repetitions of Aristotle's dictum,
man is no political animal.!

But, no less pertinent is the fact that the universality of

reflections on social order notwithstanding, not all people in human

society, and not all societies in the world, have manifested an egual -
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degree of sericusness, concen, akd effort ir engaging in such an
exercise. Nevertheless, at however minimal 5 iével, it should be
granted that the corceptions that arc held of social structufe‘and
social progrese,-ahE'%hc'sugécatioﬁg:thééﬁafa offercd for effading
changes in society. mgy be embodied in seféfﬁl media of comu.ﬁication.
Some of such media of communication or expréééibn are paintings,
sculpture, architecture, music and ritual instruments. Theee
conceptions may also be found in the folklore of the society, as for
instance in the famous proverbs and ananse (spider) story telling of
the people of Ghana. '

Or such conceptions tay form the basis of periodic pronounceéments
of social  grioups. Such,“?dr instance, are the varioué end?of-year
traditional #ituals in whidh the commﬁnion and mutual inter—dependence
that are béliéved to subaist between the dead, the livi.ng, and the
wiborn, are ritually acknoﬁledged and reinforced. The life c¢ycle, in
particular, represents the public dramatisation of changeé in the
fortune of man and of society.

The contingencies that create the opportﬁnity for soéial'thought
should be vidwed in the light of human matwre. In particulss, the
specific aspect of human nature which should be our concern here is
the universal imperaﬁive:of éocietal living. Studénts need to be made
aware, as a fqndamental & dom, that thg.distinefion between human
beings and aniﬁals'is thé-capasity of human beings for self-reflection,
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and the cohsequaht ability to store up inférmation for future
memerizing and usape. ihus, the basid problem that confronts the
‘tudent of social thought might bé posed- in the following manner:
What are the natural concerns of individuals an&
groups with regard to interpersenal and group life,
and what sets of reflections are likely to emanate
from such natural concerns? |
It is important to point out that all human societies aée
confronted with circumstances and conditions that call forth
individual and group effortlfor tHeir ameliﬁration. ﬂuman beings
experiehce constant shifts in their social inferacéion as a result
of modification in life experience; soeial st?uctures nay therefore
ce said tcfreflacﬁ Llie cdnatahi grapplingnﬁf the dialectical |
relationship between social being and social bebbming.

But we know alsc that the need for a social system gives rise

+

to the emergence saud exictence of regularized patterug of behaviour,

which sociologists call insiitutions. lnstitutions develop in response

to distinct expsriences. But it way be asked; how are the goals of a

society to be alialned, ard what is the yardstick for measuring the

[

approyriatenses of the instruments chosen by the society for attaining

its basic goals of survival, harmony and peace?

In traditional sccieties in Africa, such questions were perhaps

never consciously asked. However, responses were imherent in the

91

Assimeng.M/ Presuppositions in the Study of African Social and Political Thought.

cughouly pruciices and rroverbs that ererged {rom the socialization
patterns, and which took the appropristeness of the ongoing social
struciure for pranted. Yhile societies lived in the context of a hargh
rabured enviromuent, the most pressing need was the efficient adapta~
bility of men in groups to the harsh realities of their world. In such
n situation, what probaoly existed was a relative sameness of needs
and asyirotiens; correlatively, the means for attaining such goals
were easily defined. Conflict of opinion could scarcely be tolerated
in suel civcumstances, ‘except within the basic framework of traditio-
nally sanctiohed understanding of the structure of the community .

ihere were, thersfore, ne institutionalized scts of opposing
canps -as such, either in thought formulations or in b'i:ah;:w-*i.our.l on the
determination of the end purposes of éobial'actioﬁ,'and on the means
for attaining ‘guch ends. Wor was there any considerable and wideépread
povier of seli-criticisi.’

— It @2y be that in traditional societies questions about society's
ends =nd the uesns - for attaining them were usually newerad by soéiaily
recognined individuals irn groups who, in zarlier phases 6f social anﬁ:
cultural develovment, were acsigned the role of nature's spokesmen. In
Africa, these wers fetish prissts, or shamans, or magicians, or other
snecialists who claimed - or were imbued with -
the cruacity for being 'possessed'. Thess people became instruments
through wion nessages from gods fo men, and vice versa, were communi-
cated. In a limited way, these agencies, if they were specially

ecomnitted to societal concerns, such as local and terriforial mediums,
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might be -"produétiée of societel critique in the sense of a formal

evaluation of received 'vlalue's. Inorms, and Iir;stitﬁtio‘n-s' (Schofellers,

1979,

Through the process of socmhzat:.on. human beings who operate in
any particular aoc:.ety have sore 1deas of when affa:.rs of the soc:.ety
are go:mg on well'. Now, what might people mean hy suoh an expression
with regard to their personal and collective experience in soc:i.oty?

As far as African-socicties aré concerned, I believe that affairs of the

society would be gaid to be "going’onm well! ‘whed the following conditions,

among ‘others, are acknbwledged t6 obtiin ‘in the social co]ilacﬁ\-r-it; aB a

whole: -

(a) when the 'principal natural resources on which man depends for
sustenance afd’ survival continue to be available for men to draw
m@bﬁ':

(b) ~when the. rélai:ionshlp between the living and the dead (and other
unséen, but-influential forces in nature) is on ritually smooth
footing, 'because of the need for”;ﬁ-énfbibgibél balance between
God anid man, the spirits and man, /End/ the departed and'the
‘Hving® (Mbiti™1969:59);

{¢) when man's connection with, and integratmn in, the socml bond

L IE

“psychological, emot:.onal, and spmtual ass:.stance and comfortf
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(d) wvien the ordered arrangements of soclal anierarchy, as evidenced
in the pocial, econoric, and political division of labour,
performance of roles, and reward structure arisﬁﬂg therefrom,
Tunction towards the satisfaction of the different but mutually
énmplementary segrents of the population; and

(e) when the dignity and integrity of the communal bond are honoured

and inviolate.

When any of the abeve-listed conditi"ns of socistal survival is
disturbed, it is contended in the society that 'affai{s are bad', or,
asché hkan of Ghana would say; 'the world has gone sour'. {uestions

e : : .
arige about the situation. Concern or aprreiensicn is neither extensive,
nor 1is 1t ﬁveﬁ4y dlStriDut:d and certalnLy there is no ﬂxten51ve
absfrbac exercise of theorlﬁlng. Au w1111am ﬁbraham (1962:12) puts it,
‘partlczpatlon in the theory, as distinct ironm the practice, of the
culture, is made ‘their l"coccupﬂblon bf onl" a mlrorlty of the neople'
One ;S_;?ﬁipded here cf waat Adam qm1tb too, wrote about ‘the differen-
tial djﬁﬁribut;og of concern-\1”76 1115}, namely, that 'In the progress
of ;;°i?§¥s Philosong-of_sﬁeculatlpn become £, iike every other
employme#t, the priﬂcipal ornéoiertfade and 6€cupatiqn of a part;cular

LML L

clapu of clulzena “

rnt mlgnt 1t be approrrlate to describe uUCh th 1nkerq in tradl—

tionzl ifvican qoc1ety ans 'phllOSOpher 7t I think here 1t is appraprlate

to recall scme of the debdtas on the extent to which ph1losophy, for
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iﬂﬁiaﬁ¢ea_0$ goolal thought, is devendent solely upon literacy. There.
minng h.. @ senoe In walch one san gy Shat agy rerson who has the
capacity Wor clear, constructive sl consistent thinking is a philo-
ohor. Jn thie regard, philosophy becoires an .intellectual characteris-
%ic:ﬁhat iq wiﬁgzyra;d in distribution iz time snd in space.

5 SQHG oi the problems entailed in according to the accolade
I'py?;cgqﬂr(‘ﬁqlparticulsr thinkers are probably entirely definitional,
and seem to me to be reducible ultimately to the guestion of: what one
Um?qns vy vhilesoply; and the degresz of abstraction, disinterestedness,
and generalizability of specific conceptual apparajuces, that one is
prepared to siant for claims to philocovhica disquisiti;n. Indeed,
accerding to Parratt (1975:67), fto claim that a people has no
philosophers because it has no writing is nonsense'.

It is vorth mentioning, however, that nct all writers might
permit such liberal use of the term philosophy: there are people who
ge¢ philosovhy as entailing sowe specific characteristics such as
abstrection, meneralization, and classification. They might stress
what they see as the incapability of the African for abstract thought
forns, ac well ae the inability to comprehend generalizing procedures.
It way vell be that conceptualization as such does not appear as a
widegpresad copacity among even modern-day African schelars. Thig is Ln
spite of the relatively long history of literacy and western education
in Africa..for. instance, it is maintained that concern with definition;

typolomy, classification and generalization have been less evident in
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the work of black éCholafE; than the concern to locate phenomena in
Bpecifié visual contexts. But are ifricans alore in this regard? Is
one ﬁaéﬂdégiing with & vniversal phenomenon here?

qéé}ﬂ;;s:tﬁéfé“is another facet to this débatés Concrete vays of
thovght maynﬁé all thaf afé'nebasgérfhfﬁ'reiétffely smalY commmities
in whlch literacy has not developed. As the ‘seéle of social organization

R .
extends, and as 11teracy ‘becomes part of the items of cultural: ‘tradition,

ARG oy

50 one would ¢ expect “the nesd 263" ‘abstract ‘generalization to become
preséiﬁg; dﬁé‘wﬁﬁid tﬁéﬁ“;§§QCf'the tendency towards-it” (or the capacity
for it) to develop’ but Buch 4 situmtion is obviously different from the
aaseffibﬁﬁthf“Ehe*ﬁf%iéén%Egﬁbiblusiﬁeiy déminated by & ‘concreteness
disposition®, and that he is , congequently, "unable to detatch himself
from the uniquenesé‘bftthﬁnbbjécfian&“fails-te see it ag a representa-
tive ofné ci;sgf-(ahﬂ'thét)‘ﬁhé dependency resultsin rigidity and
"lack of shlftlng"‘ (Ireson 1975:58), In fact, ‘there was o time when
the charge agaznst the COgnltlve structure of ‘4fricans was rather that
it made A:ricans fllppantly and’ unpredictably shifting.

Be that as it may, ‘these debates on the cognitive framework and

development of tradltlonal peoples, and on'the applicability of, tle

term phzlosophy to discourses in traditional society, point' to the

:;elationship between certain structures of thought and the level of
social dé%r'e“iop'ment, social ideas; and political complexity. Even if
-’J

llteracy is not a prerequlslte for sotcial and political theorizing,

Fl
S

there is no doubt that 11teracy entiances Yie chiances far objectifica~-
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tior o7 thoutht and of argument (Cf. Goody and Watt; 1963). In this
S0 refard, one would exyect certain social and political iustitutions
to devel it end operate in a community before men in that community can
reiloet on suck ingtitutions. At later stages of such reflections, the
woy nilit then be set for the institutionalization of contention and
repgval in social and political ideas about the institutions in the
comrnity . Urganized and syatematic social and political ideas, in

effect, do not operate in a vacuum of social and psychological reality.

CONCLUSION

It is obvious that several points need to be apalysed in a paper
that exanines: tlo preyupp001tlonq of social t%oughts. But any essay
runz the risk of bpcomlng an unwieldy volume if it presunes to touch
on all the edges of its subject matler. Yor this.reason, oniy the
cent.ral .I'thrust of the subject has been highlighted. The sum of our
discussion in this ssper way, thva, be put in the Tollowing mamner.
Atvenots are geverslly mede by Afvicans to seek and to construct
gome sort 03 explanations onlthe nature and development of humen seclety,
especlnlly the society that is £fmiliar to them, We even get people in

Africa who claim that Africana Luv\, deve, in zocizl theopy consturctions,

what have also been done in the Wesle Dut 1 think it is fair to assert that,

by comparisen with thought styles in the west, Africans are barely making
an eTfort in regard of description, snalysis, and generalization. This

assertion is not even related to any conviction about the originality or
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otherwise of arguents ir the philosophical sense of the term. Instead,
it seess an honest positior to take that AFRICARS EAVE NOT ¥iT GO DOWN
PO M ACTUAL ROOT OF s0CTIAL SCISNCE THIg0RY CONSTRUCTION, OR ZVEN 30CIAL
COTERCS ENIZRPRLGE, UNLess WE CRANT THAT LVERY CULTURE Wio ITS OwN
BOCIAL BCIEHCE (SOCICLOGY, FOR INSTANCE), WITH ITH OWi CONTENT AND
MRTHCH. Tt is probably for this reason that srmattoe (1973:2), whose
views on the blackman's mind we have encountered earlier in this paper,
says elsewhere in a discussion of the African '"Between the Forest and the
Sea'l;

To exprese himgelf culturally, he (the African) must

go back to the roots, not of Greece and Rowe, but cf

Africa South of the Sahara and north of the Zambezi,

He must eschew self pity and the attitude of always

being on gusrd against imsginary insults or social

affronts. He must invest his life with a new meaning,

a new migeior, even if it is merely o passing phase.

Buch enterprise in social theorizing, thet is to say, in seriously
reflecting on society and making analytical classification of categories
of ideas thereon, a2nd on methods for the acouisition of the ideas,
resuires e social, cultural and intellectunl framework for it to emerge
and be sustained. The background and framework for such intellectual
activity have penerally beern traced to the social, enltural, and
intellectual climate of Athens that produced Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato,
iristotle, elc. It is in this regerd that one finds it a pity that some
African statesmen regard the study of the classics and other humanities
as bourgeois activity. Certainly, if we want to probe the origins and

98



Contemporary Journal of African Studies Vol. 6 No. 2 (2019), pp. 73-107

cultural hackground of philosophical enteryrise, as of sociological
discourse, then we need to study for instance, how it is that
in vhe sixth century BC, there came about a striking-
developrient in the history of Greek thought when, in
the Ionian city of Miletus, all mythopoeic forms of
thought were abandoned by certain thinkers who sought
to explair the world about. them in terms.of visiblé
constituents, instead of having recourse to theistic-
exp*anatlons (James Longrlngs. 19?2-?), pe 307).

Llearly, 1f one exam;nad African soc1a1 and polltlcal ideas for
purposeaacﬁ ccnslstency and error,_coherence and logic, and'the
perennial dissemination of doubt; then perhaps one might modestly
conclude thet this has not been the principal 5upposition upon which
'thinking about'society' has been e t&bll hvd and ranvassed in Afrlca.
Herein lies, 1 think, one of the méjcr differences between western
bradltlonf of 50c1ai thought - in whlch thought is seen ba61cally in
terms of d151ntereqted sneculdtlon, leogic, hnd o,stem and african
socisl thought, which seems to me to be corcerﬂed essentlally wlth
knowledge for scticn. As Nathan Hare (4 9&» 63) puta the case w1th

respect to what e calls 'the taboo agalnst taklng a stand on matters

of right and wroag':

The black scholar can no 1ong~r afiord to ape the allegedly
“Yalue~free’’ approach of white scholarship. He must reject
absolutely the notion that it is “not professional’ ever to
‘ hecome ‘motional, ‘that it is somehow improper to be "bitter
as a black man, that emotion and reason are mutunally .
exclusive, .. the scholar's main task is te cleanse his mind
-~ and the minds of his people - of the white colonial attitudes
towards scholarship and people as well. This includes the icons
of objectivity, amoral knowledge and its methodology, and the
total demolition of the anti-social attitudes of Ivery-Towerism.
Such is the challenge facing the black scholar.
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The basically aciivist posture of African scholarship, as
evidenced in Nathan Hare's foregoing statement, is not entirely
purprising. S.F. Aiyer (1972:401) has noted of Indian political
thoughty quoting B,B. Majumdaf:

pélitical treaties like Plato's Hegublic, Aristotle's
Folitics, Hobbe's Leviathan or Montesquieu's Spirit of
the laws, cannot be produced by a people groaning under
the heels of foreign rulers. The proper climate necessary
for propounding political philosophy was totally abgent:
in India. Intellectual leaders who had the courage to
speak on political affairs lent their voice mainly to the
clamour of political controversy.

The allusion to Indian social and political thought, at a
comparable period, is illuminating ir terms of the light it throws
upon the neture of thought in communities operating under alien
domination, and while searching for cultural renewal. But what one
wants to stress in this comnection is that any talk about a possible
creative period\of African Social and political thought, as also in
India, must be prémised upon a certain set of favoursgble social and
cultural circunstances. In this regard, I should like to end by
suggesfing a few suéh feétures for black Africa:

(a} breakdown of the externded family system;
(b) radical shifts in what I have chosen to call the 'traditional

Afriean personality structure', with its esgential characteristics

(i) conformity, and the blantant eschewing of individual

speculation

(ii) * unquestioning acquiescence
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(iii) lack of seli-reliance

(iv) {fetieh worghip of authority, of charismatic leaders,
and things 'coming fron above'

(v) hatred of criticisti.

(e) cirlticign sand inte 1ectual-disputatidn should become-iﬁstitutio-
nalized, widespread, and accepted as a preoccupation.

. But the relationship betWeen'im?éfSonality of discourse on social
gquestions and the development of intellectual development, needs
stressiig.

‘Vhen I reflect on the eésenfialij ac{i;iéf éﬁd.'involved' stance
of scholarship in african intellectualgﬁiS£ﬁr;; I'cégﬁot help bﬁt
obsarvebthgt the postulate of value-free social séiegce see#s highly

regaxded_in_western societies, but xot to the same degree in developing

societles. To the best of my knowledge, the'sociology department of the

University of leicester is one such place where 'value-free&om seens
quite established. For instance, in 1964, Professorlﬂeustadt decried
vhat he identified as 'the confusion between tﬁe;fole ﬁf the-sﬁciolﬂ'
pist as.a scientist and-his possible roles as an advoéate of a
particwlar set of social and moral values and principles' (1965:8)-

And in 1971, Professor J.A. Banks, also in an inaugural lecture, raised
doubts about those who might have a vision of sociclogy 'as some king
of secular religion' (Banks 1971:19). To be sure, though, neither
Frofessor Neustadt, nor Professor Banks, nor even Professor Norbert

kiias who stresses this position most emphatically in his What is
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Sociclogr® (1973), ignores the subiective dimenzion ir ‘scholarship.
But we ghonld act underrate their admirstie eiforts to aifferentiate
gociclogy from what cne might cnll 'pastoral theology'.

T Wnhow that this vaper appééfs*tbo'prdgfammatic, and less than
srotematic = and I know also that sofe might *perhaps have liked more
of the substantive analysis of African social thought. This is because
purely methedological prescriptions about, and abstract sensitization
toy, what ought to be done or might be done, become at times too
speculatived Thus, T acknowledge that 4t wight in futiide ‘be useful, for

instance, to provide concrete evidence oh what Africans have actually

)

thought on social issuwes. If such thouphte were embodied in written

form, ds in the case eéspedially in uest african history, it might be

“necessary to examine such’ early publidations. It might also be )

instmetive i€, on fhe role of, for instahce?:the rrofessidné.ﬁne
acduired informatica on How m&ﬁf'lawyeré*éhd dbétcrs aﬁd'brdainéd
clersy there were in various countries at"various times and what it

is that they said - and meant - concerning the nature and direction of

social and political arrangements.
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