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Abstract
This paper examines the contribution of Henry Oderaka, a Kenyan philosopher, to the

discourse on the problem of methodology in Afrigdnmlosophy. It interrogates the veracity
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of various critical reactions to Oruka’s thesis philosophic sagacity, as well as his
rejoinders to some of them. The paper posits thapite of the formidable critiques against
philosophic sagacity as an approach to Africangsaphy, there are still some aspects of it
worthy of note. In building on the strengths of Ipeophic sagacity, the paper suggests a
transition to the method of ‘hermeneutico-recordtamism’ in contemporary African

philosophy.
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Introduction
Academic African philosophy, as of today, has cavhage. The debates that permeated the
philosophical atmosphere in Africa during the plastr decades actually brought about the
demise of any controversy as to whether or notetierAfrican philosophy (Balogun 2008,
103). With the continued publication of books, joais, conference proceedings and
anthologies that define the various research coscef African philosophers today, it is
conceded in many quarters that the meta-philosaepluontroversies that dominated the
debate about the existence of African philosophthen1960’s through the 1970’s to the mid

1980’s have been resolved.

However, the demise of these meta-philosophicaltrovarsies has proved to be an
inauguration of another meta-philosophical debaganely, the problem of methodology in
African philosophical discourse. Thus while the sfian, “Is there an African philosophy?”
has culminated in the formulation of contemporaryican philosophies, the fundamental
guestion that remains unresolved, with growing @rsy, is: “What is the appropriate
methodological framework of research in Africanlpsophy?”

The concern of this paper is not to revisit thaiéssthat characterized the initial debate.
Rather, the focus is the new meta-philosophicalblera of methodology in African
philosophy. Henry Odera Oruka is one of the prominEast African scholars who
participated in the early debate on the existef@dracan philosophy, and whose later works
contributed to the new meta-philosophical problegnmethodology. His discussions on the
problem of methodology in African philosophy centen what he called “philosophic

sagacity”.
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In this paper, an attempt is made to discuss tkes laand theoretical constitution of Oruka’s
approach to African philosophy. We seek to brindowus Oruka’s essential contribution to
the African philosophical discourse. In additiore imterrogate the pool of criticisms against
the method of philosophic sagacity on the one hand,on the other, evaluate the success or

otherwise, of Oruka’s rejoinders to some of thdgeaiions.

The method of philosophic sagacity in African philsophy
Philosophic sagacity is one of the approaches tac#d philosophy. It was developed as a
project for some ends, and later evolved as a gwdem for the two dominant, though
antagonistic approaches to African philosophy - thethods of ethnophilosophy and
professional philosophy (Oruka 1990, 65). On the d¢mand, it sought to disprove the
negative implication of ethnophilosophy (which st there is the existence of African
philosophy without identifiable African philosophicfigures). On the other, it sought to
affirm that indigenous sages meet the requisitéufea of philosophy as identified by

advocates of the professional or universalist scimoafrican philosophy.

Oruka is generally regarded not only as the prdgeoi philosophic sagacity, but also as its
rigorous defender. Other scholars who are in favolurthis method are F. Ochieng'-
Odhiambo (2002, 2006, 2008), C.S. Momoh (1985, 1,988 Barry Hallen and J. O. Sodipo

(1997), albeit with some remarkable differences wilh be pointed out subsequently.

The method of philosophic sagacity, in Godwin AZsmg (2009) account, is also known as
the conversation method in African philosophy. 8$tlphic sagacity is a term that describes
a reflective evaluation of thought by an individabt collective) African elder who is a
repository of wisdom, knowledge and rigorous caitithinking (Azenabor 2009, 16). The
method attempts to document and articulate the sviefvindigenous African individuals
reputed for their exceptional wisdom and independgitical musings, with the aim of

presenting such ideas as authentic African philogop

Ochieng’-Odhiambo (2008) highlights the relevandephbilosophic sagacity to modern
African nation-states, despite its anchorage iditimal Africa. He notes that Oruka sought

to prove that African philosophy does not begimmodern Africa; that even in traditional
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Africa there were individuals who were capable oitical, coherent and independent
thinking (Ochieng’-Odhiambo 2008, 98). Oruka (199181) himself said that “sage
philosophy started as a reaction to a position fgemos had adopted about Africa that
[traditional] Africans are not capable of philosgghSo Oruka’s motivation was in part to
counter this belief by showing the presence ofroge thinking among indigenous Africans
using the thoughts of selected traditional Kenyasiexamples. Oruka (1997, 182) seeks to
identify African philosophy in the technical seres@ong traditional sages, who according to
him have no modern formal education and who hattée lor no Western intellectual
influence, but whose reflective acumen is no ldsgogophical, no less rational, and no less

deep than what is taken as philosophy in clas&uabpe.

Thus philosophic sagacity is a kind of individualiz approach, characterized by the
conviction that the actual sources and agents oWladge and values in a given society are
its sages and not the entire community. But whaiception of sage does Oruka have in
mind? In his earlier essays, he had defined a siagaly as a person “versed in the wisdoms
and traditions of his people” (Oruka 1983, 386)wdwuer, in a later work, he identified the

ethical quality to be an explicit and necessary ponent of the definition. This, he thought,

would underscore the practical aspect of philosophgacity. The thoughts of the sages must
be seen primarily as concerned with the ethical engirical issues, and questions relevant
to the society, and the sage’s ability to offeigh#ful solutions to some of those issues. He is

unequivocal that a sage has two qualities, nanmgight and ethical inspiration:

A sage is wise; he has insight, but employs thiste ethical betterment of
the community. A philosopher may be a sage and vesa. But many

philosophers do lack the ethical commitment angimation found in the sage
[...]. A sage, proper, is usually the friend of triahd wisdom. A sage may
suppress truth only because wisdom dictates na@usecof some instrumental
gain. Indeed, Pythagoras’ definition of a philoseipas the ‘lover of wisdom’

should have been reserved for a sage, since thassopvere the grave-
diggers of wisdom and truth. Socrates was wrongheled, ‘philosopher’; he
was first and foremost a sage. Socrates used pphgsonly as a means to
advance his sagacity and expose the hypocrisiéssdime. But when all is

said, one must still emphasize that sagacity andoswphy are not

incompatible (Oruka 1991, 9-10).

Following the excerpt above, we can say that sagesndividuals whose wisdom is seen as
transcending that of the community, going beyoneirthacknowledged vast factual

knowledge to their supposedly inborn capabilitycofical reflection. Perceived in that way,
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sages are taken not just as knowledgeable indilgdbat also as selected rational and critical
thinkers whose opinions and recommendations arg#lyteend commonly accepted and
respected. Sharing this opinion is C.S. Momoh, whies that African elders reflect logically
on their cultural experiences, and are intelle¢yualert, acute, and concerned, as were their

Western counterparts, with the problems of maryreatGod and society (Momoh 1988, 36).

In this philosophical trend, sages get the statdisfaymal ‘community thinkers’
(philosophers). Therefore, they are implicitly adited as representatives or spokespersons
of the community’s culture, and the ones capablmaking critical assessment of what the
community takes (or has to take) for granted. Olnkaates the intellectual constitution of a

philosophically sagacious person:

These are men and women (sages) many of whom ludved the benefit of
modern education. But they are, neverthelesscaljtindependent thinkers
who guide their thoughts and judgments by the posferason and inborn
insight rather than by the authority of the commuo@nsensus. They are
capable of taking a problem or a concept and affga rigorous philosophical
analysis of it, making clear rationally where thagcept or reject the
established or communal judgment on the matterK®1991, 11).

Oruka therefore rightly believed that one sure wéyvoiding or at least downplaying the
raging invasions of obnoxious foreign ideas andi@slimpinging on African cultures is to
grant the thoughts of the sages more intellectodl social spaces in contemporary Africa
(Ochieng’-Odhiambo 2008, 101).

It is common in philosophical circles today to uge terms ‘sage philosophy and

‘philosophic sagacity’ interchangeably as if thegan one and the same thing. Semantically,
this is understandable, but from a philosophicahdpoint it is inexcusable, since it is a
reflection of a misreading of Oruka’s writings. Aerpsal of his books and essays on
philosophic sagacity shows that he assigns somegifiatent shades of meaning to the two

terms.

Philosophic sagacity consists of thoughts havinghmwing insight and good judgement. It is
therefore thoughts of persons acknowledged as byigbeir respective communities. In yet

another sense, philosophic sagacity is a body sitlinciples and tenets that underlie and
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justify the beliefs, customs, and practices ofvegiculture. In-built in the second definition
is the first, since it is the beliefs and thougbtspersons acknowledged as wise by their
respective communities that in essence constitue blasis of that community’s culture
(Ochieng’-Odhiambo 2002, 20). It is important tHiere to take cognizance of the fact that
philosophic sagacity and sage philosophy are ielbed. With regard to this distinction,

Oruka asserts:

Sage-Philosophy in my usage consists of the exgreskoughts of wise men
and women in any given community ... Sage-Philogapla way of thinking
and explaining the world that fluctuates betweepypar wisdom (well-known
communal maxims, aphorisms and general common $ertks) and didactic
wisdom, an expounded wisdom and a rationalized ghbwf some given
individuals within a community. While the populavisdom is often
conformist the didactic wisdom is at times critichlthe communal set-up and
the popular wisdom (Oruka 1990, 51).

Oruka believes that genuine philosophy can be medidby individuals who are not literate,
and that this is no exception to traditional Afnisalndeed for him, the philosophy produced
by such individuals would be easy to defend asemiity African philosophy because of their
little or no influence by modern education and esyse to foreign philosophical ideas. Such
individuals are regarded as philosophic sages. Hreynot only wise: they are not only
proficient interpreters of the collective histogystoms and traditions of their people, but,
more importantly, are also capable of being rali@ma critical in understanding or solving
the inconsistencies of their culture and copinghvidreign encroachments on it (Azenabor
2009, 74).

Thus according to Oruka, philosophic sages aremdifit from folk sages. While folk sages
are wise and morally inclined, they are also diedhedherents of the prevailing common
beliefs, customs and traditions of their commuasit{®ruka 1991, 178). On the other hand,
philosophic sages transcend communal wisdom andkaosvn for veering off from

commonly accepted opinions and practices on rdtgnaands. Thus the folk sage, unlike his

philosophic counterpart, operates squarely withendonfines of his culture.

To illustrate the distinction between these twoea$p of sage philosophy, Oruka contends
that the thoughts of Ogotemméli (a blind hunteiegirand sage from the Dogon community

in Mali) reflect popular or folk wisdom, whereaoie of Paul Mbuya Akoko (a paramount
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chief and spiritual leader of the Luo people of Kanbelong to philosophic sagacity. This is

because:

Ogotemméli’s text is given as the verbatim andhfaitrecitation of the beliefs
common to his people, the Dogon. No attempt is madessess the extent to
which the sage himself has thoughts that trans¢badcommunal Dogon
wisdom. Mbuya’s text is a mingling of an informabrinulation of the
traditional Luo beliefs and a critical objection &émd, at times, a rational
improvement on those beliefs (Oruka 1991, 34).

Given the above observations, it is quite cleat sage philosophy and philosophic sagacity
are not exact synonyms. While it is true that aditances of philosophic sagacity belong to
sage philosophy (as in Mbuya’s case), not eacheardy instance of sage philosophy would
gualify as philosophic sagacity: they could beanses of popular or folk sagacity (as is the
case with Ogotemméli’s thoughts) (Ochieng’-Odhian20®8, 104). Some of the names of
Kenyan traditional philosophic sages mentioned byk@ include: Njeru wa Kanyenje, Arap
Baliach, Muganda Okwako, Simiyu Chaungo, Oruka Rer@y Joash Walumoli and Oginga
Odinga (Oruka 1991, 39-40).

Furthermore, philosophic sagacity is different fratthnophilosophy. It is an approach to
African philosophy designed among other saliensoea to avoid the poignant criticisms

bedeviling ethnophilosophy. In Oruka’s account,

It [philosophic sagacity] differs from ethnophilggoy in that it is both
individualistic and dialectical: It is a thought @&flection of various known or
named thinkers not a folk philosophy and, unlike khtter; it is rigorous and
philosophical in the strict sense (Oruka 1990, 17).

In the passage above, Oruka makes a clear-cunatisti between philosophic sagacity and
ethnophilosophy. He argues that ethnophilosophyligsphat traditional Africa is free from
(1) philosophic, rational discourse and (2), peasiaed philosophical activity; philosophic
sagacity, on the other hand, proves the contrargreid lies the difference between
philosophic sagacity and culture philosophy (myjh¢®chieng’-Odhiambo 2002, 22).
Ethnophilosophy falls in the latter because it fgst order philosophy. Philosophic sagacity
on the other hand is a second order philosophyw({iggt With this distinction made, Oruka
argues that a philosophic sage (also referred @ s&ge philosopher) operates at a second
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order level by producing "a system within a systamg an order within an order" (Oruka
1983, 386).

Ordinary sages (whom Oruka refers to as non-phpllogosages) are specialists in explaining
and maintaining the first order of culture philoegp They therefore operate within the
confines of culture philosophy, i.e. within thestiorder. By implication, ‘sage philosophy’

has two wings of which ‘philosophic sagacity’ isegrthe other being folk or popular

sagacity. Folk sagacity can be equated with ethitmggphy, while philosophic sagacity

cannot. Both however fall within the broad categofrgage philosophy.

Given this distinction, Oruka categorizes renowretinophilosophical pieces, namely,
Claude Sumner’'&thiopian Philosophy vol. 1, and John O. Sodipo and Barry Halle&s
African Epistemology: The Knowledge-Belief Distinction and Yoruba Thought, as works in
current African philosophical literature that desethe label ‘sage philosophy’, though not

philosophic sagacity (Oruka 1991, 46).

There is need for some further comments on Orullalgeation of Hallen and Sodipo’s
work as sage philosophy. In Hallen and Sodipo’shmet traditional thinkers, thenisegun
(herbal practitioners) in particular, are broughtoi the enterprise of expounding and
elucidating the traditional thought of an Africaegple as authorities commanding respect in
their own right. Hallen and Sodipo conceive of thgaditional thinkers not as informants as
is the case in the method of philosophic sagacityDauka, but rather as collaborative

colleagues in the field of African philosophicatearch (Hallen and Sodipo 1997, 10).

But it may be asked, does Oruka in fact intend that conversation take the form of a
cooperative process between the philosophic sagi¢hanprofessional philosopher, or are the
roles of the sages limited to indigenous informants philosophical matters? Does
philosophic sagacity suggest collegiality just he Hallen and Sodipo methodic model?
Oruka envisages the philosophic sage discussirglyfrand, sometimes, exploring issues
outside the scope of the questions posed by tlevietver. The philosophic sage is not
merely an indigenous informant; rather, s/he thimkdependently and critically, even

challenging the core assumptions of the interviever his part, the interviewer, who is the

professional philosopher, has the duty not onliafe record all the details of the discussion,
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but also, as a matter of methodical duty, to adhasprovocateur of the sage (Oruka 1991,
31).

The method of philosophic sagacity is akin to thlaHallen and Sodipo, but quite distinct
from it in the sense that while Oruka (1991) puidid translations of the discussions together
with the names and even pictures of the conceragdsshe interviewed, the duo of Hallen
and Sodipo (1997) kept anonymous the identitietheftraditional colleagues they worked
with. This difference notwithstanding, both Oruka'®thod and that of Hallen and Sodipo
necessarily involve empirical field work consistirg interviews, dialogues, recording,

transcription and translation of the ideas of tidigenous resource persons.

Oruka says that interviews and dialogues are d@sséntphilosophic sagacity (Oruka 1991,
30). The method is a joint venture between the emtcftraditional) and modern African
philosophers (Azenabor 2009, 78Bhe task of the professional philosopher is td fatentify

a philosophic sage (as opposed to a folk sagekselbages are quite few in every traditional
community, but they possess the philosophic intlmato make a critical assessment of their

culture and its underlying beliefs.

Having identified such individuals, the task of theofessional philosopher is to have
dialogues with them on any philosophic theme. Tle¢hod of philosophic sagacity therefore
allows that the trained philosopher gives the fosigle and taxonomy, while the sage gives
the content (Falaiye 2007, 5). The content of #féections of a philosophic sage, when
documented by the professional philosopher, wivasas a product of authentic indigenous
African philosophy, and as a foundation for moretful contemporary African philosophical

reflections. Thus the essential role of the protesd philosopher is that of an interlocutor in

the process of prompting the latent ideas in tigesa

Some critical problems in Odera Oruka’s method of pilosophic sagacity
Criticisms commonly leveled against philosophicaaty include methodological concerns
similar to those raised in respect to ethnophilogopAn additional methodological
shortcoming concerns the fact that this philosagitiend was developed based on fieldwork

carried out in just one setting, namely, the Kenganal areas. At the conceptual level, the

Pagel93of 20



194 Fayemi, Ademola Kazeem

major concern lies in the fact that not all thdeetions and questionings of the sages are

necessarily philosophical (Hountondji 1976, 105).

Paulin J. Hountondji, who is one of the articulatitics of this method, contends that even
the acclaimed independent critical dispositionrafigenous sages, if any, would have only
created an intellectual identity of African philgders without an African philosophy. This
point owes much to the absence of original trapsions of their thoughts which would serve

as a basis for their being integrated into a ctlledheoretical tradition:

Thousands of Socrates could never have given bartlbreek philosophy,
however talented they might have been in dialecti8e thousands of
philosophers [sages] without written works coulderehave given birth to an
African philosophy (Hountond;ji 1976, 106).

Thus for Hountondji, the fact of the existence ofri¢gan philosophic sages does not
necessarily establish, by its own very logic, thastence of African philosophy. The
thoughts of the sages can only become part ofhtberetical history of African philosophy

when they are transcribed, discussed and criticized

However, scholars such as Masolo have respondtistariticism by noting correctly that it

is not true that literacy in and of itself does sfitnite a measurement or requisite condition
for philosophizing (Masolo 2005, 24)Nevertheless, Masolo sees some problems in the
conversational approach to African philosophy. &3ophy, according to him, is
characterized by some form of tradition, that isabsustained discursive enquiry, and not by
a simple expression of ideas (Masolo 2005, 22pther words, the approach appears to limit
the profundity of the philosophical enterprise t@re sagacious ability, which it is not.
Masolo also notes that “Oruka’s idea of the sageplalosophically savvy in their own
languages raises methodical questions as to whs#gs philosophy is the property of the
professional philosopher, or of the indigenous wiseson, and only teased out through the

prompting of a professional philosopher” (Masol®2))

Gail Presbey’s criticism of philosophic sagacitycissely related to Masolo’s. According to
her, philosophy is more of a commitment to inquiman to answers or conclusions. She
asserts that “the sages in so far as they areatie@wver men’ [they] do not demonstrate the
love of inquiry we require in a philosopher” (Pregbl996, 38). A philosopher, Presbey
(1996, 38) observes, “is not he/she who ‘has ttssvar, but he/she who enjoys ‘discussing

the questions’.” In fact, Masolo notes that theggssion of a philosophical ability by any
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sage is not enough to establish an authentic, endigs and organized tradition of African
philosophy if the identified sage does not engaghk wther sages in organized systematic

reflections on the said thoughts, beliefs, worldigeand practices (Masolo 1994, 239).

Philosophic sagacity has also been charged witmgdathno-philosophy and social
anthropology, both of which utilize oral literatua@d the interview method. For Bodunrin,
the method is more of putting words in the mouthsntbormants and coming out with a
refined story about a view. This whole exercisetesrBodunrin, is un-philosophical since
one does not have to go to the field to intervieeple in order to do philosophy (Bodunrin
1981, 168). The point here is that prominent pljbtscal figures in the West did not
interview their people before they wrote what isokm as German philosophy, French
philosophy, or English philosophy, among others. s&sh, this method of going through
villages with questionnaires and tape recordersnéking African philosophy tread the
methodic path of the sciences. Furthermore, ibisnd to face the problem of correctness in
translation from the indigenous language of thégsbphic sage to a metropolitan language.
Besides, both Sophie Oluwole (1997) and Jay VankHh895) expressed some reservations
against the veracity of the method and principlepholosophic sagacity. The fundamental
problem with sage philosophy, according to Oluw@897, 159), is that Oruka failed to
draw a clear distinction between an ancient traditof African philosophy and the
contemporary emergent one. The problem, which VaokHsees in the method of
philosophic sagacity, has to do primarily with tblassification in sage philosophy. This
problem, according to him, relates to the distmttbetween folk or ordinary sages and
philosophic sages. Van Hook (1995, 58) notes that driteria for such a classification
although clear in theory, are blurred in practilis is so when we realize that during
conversations with the professional philosopheg, gshge is unaware of Oruka’s distinction

between folk and didactic sages.

For Bruce Janz, Oruka’s method of philosophic ségas not really an instance of the
Socratic dialogue. This is because the philosophge and the trained philosopher are not
intellectual peers. The conversation presupposesaqual power relationship: one does not
get the sense that the dialogue partners are wprt@operatively toward the truth (Janz
1998, 68). He notes further that the sage may aweé hthought about some issues until the

interviewer raises them in a question and dialdgua (Janz 1998, 66).

Pagel95of 20



196 Fayemi, Ademola Kazeem

Johnson Clarence (2008-2009) queries philosophgacty on the ground that it is

reactionary and conservative, in that it upholds patriarchal nature and values of most
traditional African societies where men are thei¢es” of tradition. Notice that the

advocates of sagacity (both Oruka and Ochieng’-@dbb) conveniently avoided stating
that African sages are invariably men. Besides,abse age is a premium in African
traditions, with the consequence that African edare immunized from criticism and thus
cannot be challenged especially if they are thgpesgd custodians and defenders of African
customs and traditions, all philosophic sagacityedds to promote what Clarence

characterizes as “a dogma of gerontocratic wisd@@eérrence 2008-2009, 67).

Moreover, the present author is of the view tharehis the problem of traditionality and
indigenous authenticity of the ideas of the salyesiew of the increasing interconnectedness
and trans-cultural influences of one culture ower dther, the alien over the natives and vice
versa in the current age of globalization, the iodkmdigenous authenticity becomes more of
a fiction.

In defense of the method of philosophic sagacity
Some of the criticisms above did not go unchallengg Oruka in his later writings. C.S.
Momoh (1988) also responded to some of them. Bedwagnining Oruka’s rejoinders, let us
consider Momoh’s defense of the method of sageogbyihy, which he called “Ancient

African philosophy”.

On the charge that philosophy cannot be done bynéteod of field research, Momoh (1988,
30) notes that we should recognize the differeretevéen doing speculative philosophy and
researching into speculative philosophy. The Africgage uses the arm-chair method of
doing philosophy, but the scholar who wants to doeat such a philosophy must use the
methods of “material science”. Both library reséaand field work, he opines, are legitimate
avenues for finding out what other people thinlstdas the scholar who goes into the library
to do research can concentrate on speculative weokalso can the fieldworker concentrate
on philosophical material (Momoh 1988, 28). Momoptant against Bodunrin’s critique is

that when a researcher uses the method of interamlithat of science to acquire knowledge

of an African sage philosophy, it does not folldvatt such a sage himself uses that method in
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his philosophizing. At any rate, both library resdaand field work are legitimate ways of

acquiring and documenting knowledge.

In response to the charge that the traditionalityi® sages is questionable on the ground that

they could not have been insulated from the growifegternization of Africa, Oruka retorts:

Some of these persons might have been partly mfkeed by the inevitable
moral and technological culture from the West; mthadess, their own
outlook and cultural well-being remain basicallyatthof traditional rural
Africa. Except for a handful of them, the majordf them are "illiterate™ or
semi-illiterate (Oruka 1990, 28).

In an attempt to respond to Oruka’s rejoinder andhpthis criticism further, Kibujjo M.
Kalumba (2002), in his paper, “A critique of Orukaihilosophic sagacity”, urges that Oruka
himself supplies the information that enables thigcdo undermine the claim of insignificant
Western influence on the outlook of his sages.ettwerendangering their traditionality. This
probing of the extent of the Western or alien iaflae on the outlook of philosophic sages is
quite instructive, because the same information al#ails a way to undermine the bases of
the sages' philosophic sagaciousness, therebyrgpipg it as well. For Kalumba, it is not
logically sound to retort that because the sagesnat lettered, they are automatically
insulated from Christian/Western ideas. For hinyocae familiar with the African terrain can
testify that literacy is not the only way Westedeas are disseminated to the masses. The
pulpit, radio, social workers, and government agemé all means by which Western values

reach the people of the rural areas (Kalumba 289,

Oruka responded to the objections of some schalach as Bodunrin (1981) and Masolo
(1994), who had contested the status of philosoages as full-fledged, original
philosophers and thus their suitability to représeiginal philosophers, pre-colonial African

or otherwise. Masolo and Bodunrin, as earlier notedintained that the sages could not be
given full credit for their sophisticated philosaogdd utterances, as these depended at least as
much on the lead questions of the professionalopbpher, which enhanced the sages’
personal sagaciousness. For them, sage philosspditybiest a joint product of the sage and

the interviewer.
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In response to this criticism, Oruka argued thatglofessional philosopher merely provokes
the sage to explicate what are already the sag@simplicit philosophical views, much the
same way virtually every professional philosopheratedit with original views is provoked
to explicate his or her philosophy by some otheitoghpher. He likens the role of the
professional philosopher to that of a midwife whelps the sage give birth to his or her
philosophy (Oruka 1990, 31, 47-48).

In an illuminating counter critique, Kalumba expssie futility of Oruka’s defense in
settling the problem of the sages' representatsgen&alumba imagines a hypothetical
pristine traditional setting for the sages, whdre sages themselves are expected to act as
midwives to one another. He therefore raises twaldmental possibilities: could the sages,
under such circumstances, still produce the sophilbsophically sophisticated ideas they
manage to produce with the intervention of a Wesstyle philosopher? If they could, this
would show that they were true, traditional, cneafphilosophers, since they would thereby
have exhibited the capability to be productive,rewgthin this paradigmatically traditional
setting. But if they could not, this would be prdbét, as truly traditional, the sages are not
philosophic, since, left to their uncontaminateaiditionality, they become philosophically
impotent. In other words, the sages in non-lite@tkkures could not have produced ‘strict’
philosophy on their own without being prompted bgfpssional philosophers. According to
Kalumba, this second alternative, which carries same possibility as the first, cannot be

ruled out. As a consequence, he avers:

Because the sagacity project cannot eliminate ¢bersl alternative, its claim
that the sages combine traditionality with phildsicpl acumen will forever
remain "stained" with indelible uncertainty. Andthee the sages must possess
both traditionality and philosophical acumen toresgnt pre-colonial African
philosophers, the indelible uncertainty extendsthieir status as suitable
representatives. Given the indelible uncertaintytlodir representativeness,
philosophic sagacity can never be in a positioruge its sages as decisive
evidence for its overarching conclusion (Kalumba2042).

There is a strong tendency to see Kalumba’'s diigecsyllogistic argument as validly
veracious. But this becomes suspect upon furthfiectmn, when it is realized that
Kalumba'’s position is itself neither here nor theexause even the likelihood of the second
hypothetical situation that he envisions cannotrsivedow the logical possibility of the truth
of the first hypothesis. As a counter response tuiba, let us take science as a
paradigmatic example. Progress in science is aetliby the way scientists are able to keep
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their method by modifying/questioning certain asptions about their hypotheses without

rejecting the core principles of their method adtibgr. Suppose a method fails to give us the
required results because of the changed culturalimistances or any other reason: do we
throw away the method altogether, or try to modi$pects of it so that it reflects the changes

and consequently gives us better results?

Kalumba correctly observes that as a logical pdggibwe may never find uncontaminated
sages today nor a conscious philosophic sage whddwape the midwifery of Socrates
among his rural settings; but does that make wieasages know about the African past and
traditional forms of epistemologies, metaphysicabpdsitions and logical acumen any less
important? We may ask further, what other bettey @xists for building on the method of

philosophic sagacity and the transmission of indaye philosophic ideas?

The way forward: Hermeneutico-reconstructionism
In spite of the formidable critiques of philosoplsagacity as an approach to African
philosophy, Oruka’s pioneering attempt at a thecaetonception of the method as well as
his demonstrative commitment to it in his later |prdiions deserves some commendation.
He aimed at demonstrating the existence of phileg@md individual critical thinkers in pre-
colonial Africa, prior to contact with the West jgart of the struggle for reason in Africa: this

he succeeded to do.

However, there is a lesson from the avalanche ititisms that have been raised against
Oruka’s philosophic sagacity, namely, that Afrigaimlosophers should not rest on Oruka’s
methodic oasis in their search for a cogent metlgial sine qua non to producing
authentic and respected traditions of African p@ojchy. The development of African
philosophy is contingent among other things on filb& of sustained further systematic
reflection on the issue of methodology beyond thedl wlelineated by Oruka. Innocent

Asouzu’s (2007) remark is apt in this regard:

For African philosophy to progress, more works obren broad-based
systematic methodological type need to be dondo&iphy has never grown
in any region by patchwork hit and run approachs ithe fruit of sustained
systematic methodological reflection (Asouzu 2(8%),
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Consequently, we may ask: is it not possible tdizetiOruka’s method of philosophic
sagacity with slight modifications as a means oftgbuting to the progress of contemporary
African philosophy? Today a more pressing issue obdy the meta-philosophical
controversies of the existence of philosophers noiemt Africa (which the method of
philosophic sagacity has solved) is that of salvggndigenous epistemologies threatened
with extinction, and bringing forth Africa’s own wotibution to the global knowledge
landscape in pursuit of a polycentric global eprsitogy. We may ask, in pursuit of this new
goal, how Oruka’'s method of philosophic sagacityldobe modified, if it was to be
employed in reconstructing indigenous philosophieg\frica so that they could meet the

demands of postmodernity without attenuating tlgggenous intellectual heritage.

| think the answer to this fundamental questionlsarfiound in what | would call the ‘method
of hermeneutico-reconstructionism’ - a novel metilodgical model in African philosophy

which rationally integrates the strengths of thehud of cultural reconstructionism and the
method of cultural hermeneutics. Godwin AzenabddO@) uses the coinage ‘cultural
reconstructionism’ to refer to Kwasi Wiredu’s matletogical disposition in African

philosophy. This method combines due reflectionimiigenous African languages, oral
tradition and culture, conceptual elucidation, camative criticism and reconstruction of
emerging ideas without attenuating the exploitabdthe literary and scientific resources of
the modern world in pursuit of a synthesis (Wirdd@92/93, 36). Grounding this method in
his programme of conceptual decolonization, Wirdgdinks a rich tradition of modern

African philosophy can be developed and sustairfethere is reconstruction of the
philosophical elements in African culture and tloefgn influences for the benefit of

contemporary African living.

The method of hermeneutics, though of Westernmrigiused in African philosophy to refer
to an approach that seeks a deeper understandiAdyio’s cultural intellectual heritage
such as symbols, oral tradition, language and fyidfarough careful interpretation of the
socio-historical context that produced them (Ok&®82, p.ix). In establishing a rational
connection between the past and the present idessdin historical, linguistic and cultural
horizons of meaning, the hermeneutic approach espbglden meanings of supposedly lost
thoughts, and provides deeper interpretation ofgembus ideas. It uses mythological

narratives and oral traditions as its objects fgormous interpretation. As an approach in
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contemporary African philosophy, the method has ¢oal of retrieving the authentic

philosophical heritage of Africa.

Hermeneutico-reconstructionism seeks to utilize strengths in the methods of cultural
reconstructionism and hermeneutics respectiveljodis not interpret the African intellectual
heritage for its own sake; rather, it seeks to @gmluch interpretation for solving current
problems. Hermeneutico-reconstructionism aims atetmg the dual challenge of
harmonizing traditional techniques of philosophyhathe cultural challenge of authenticity
of philosophical rumination that is African in amt@tion through interpretation and
application of indigenous ideas for meaningful eomporary existence. Such an orientation
is not strictly defined with reference to affirmitige uniqueness of African identity in terms
of the usual logic of Afrocentrism. Rather, theeaattjve of hermeneutico-reconstructionism is

the African contributions to a polycentric globaistemology.

The method of hermeneutico-reconstructionism entdile creation/formulation of a
contemporary African philosophy that recognizegnitfies and explains the intellectual
foundation of ancient African philosophies upon ethspecific ideas, beliefs and principles
in oral tradition can be demonstrated (and inteégobeas critical and rational, while at the
same time trying to explore the potential of soraeanistic aspects of the techno-scientific
and philosophic resources of other cultural tradsito contribute towards the creation of a

contemporary decolonized African system.

In modifying and thinking beyond the horizon of ®als method of philosophic sagacity as
simply a technique of information exchange betwdba philosophic sage and the
professional philosopher, the method of hermeneutconstructionism comes in handy.
The meanings of the indigenous ideas and conceptessed by the philosophic sage should
be hermeneutically interpreted, preferably in thdigenous language of the interviewee.
Muyiwa Falaiye shares this view when he suggess philosophic sages should be heard
directly without the luxury of an ‘interpreter’. F&im, it would be enthralling to leave the
ideas of the sages in the languages in which thlx@yessed them, without the luxury of
translation (Falaiye 2007, 70). There is a poirfeataiye’s suggestion, because the loss of the
true meaning of the ideas and words employed byneeviewed philosophic sages in the
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process of transcription and translation cannot gbessed over if authentic African

philosophy is to be achieved.

The imperative to reconstruct the ideas expresggohbbosophic sages after they have been
hermeneutically examined by contemporary profesdidfrican philosophers arises from
the need to make those ideas existentially releteamodern and postmodern African worlds.
Reconstructionism entails probing the fundamentatie thoughts of philosophic sages and
the traditional African body of thought, not withet aim of romanticizing the conceptual and
cultural beliefs therein or gullibly idolizing arnaonistic, authoritarian and supernatural
elements whether in our indigenous cultures ordhedernal to us. Rather, it emphasizes the
social commitments of African philosophical schelap, without an attenuation of
theoretical rigour. The method involves a compaeatinalysis and criticism of indigenous
African ideas and those from other philosophicadliions, with the aim of remodeling them

for reasonable contemporary African use.

Oruka’s method of philosophic sagacity, which i<tared on the idea of a ‘philosophic
sage’, has the consequence of laying emphasiseost#itus of the author of any particular
idea, rather than on the idea itself. On the otteerd, in hermeneutico-reconstructionism,
while the author is not discountenanced entirélg,@mphasis is more on the interpretation of
the ideas and their import on the meaning of lieggderiences in contemporary Africa. The
hermeneutico-reconstructionist approach also owveesothe problem of the increasing
scarcity of genuine traditional sages, which Orskaiethod of philosophic sagacity is in
principle fraught with. If philosophic sagacity d¢omes to restrict itself to the views of
traditional sages, the eventual demise of all taeugme indigenous sages may spell the
extinction of the approach. On the other hand, leaeutico-reconstructionism does not lay
emphasis on the philosophic sages; rather, it Bxwn philosophical thought wherever it
may be found, be it in African oral tradition, Afan youth, African women, urban Africans

or from non-African cultural contexts.

In conclusion, the method of hermeneutico-recorsitnism is a complementary
improvement on philosophic sagacity. A further aete of this method is attempted
elsewhere (Fayemi 2013).
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