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Abstract 

This essay, titled “The African Epistemology” is in support of several efforts made by both 

Africans and non African philosophers in reaction to the problem raised or implied in the 

question, whether there is an African philosophy. Hence, this work is directed at trying to 

contribute ideas that may form part of the answers to the above problem posed or inherent 

in the question and debates on the possibility or reality of African philosophy. The aim of 

this work therefore is to articulate with cogent expositions, arguments, analysis or 

explanation of the fact that African philosophy is usually and easily understood from the 

point of view of its different compartments, which include African epistemology.  

INTRODUCTION 

This work is a response to the series of attempts by philosophers, African and non-African 

to answer the question as to whether there is an African philosophy. In a “Forward” written 

by N.S. S. Iwe to the book “African Belief in Reincarnation: A Philosophical Reappraisal” 

published by Innocent O. Onyewuenyi, he said, “At this threshold of the 21 P

st
P Century, the 

greatest challenge to the African leaders and scholars, apart from the perennial search for 

social-political growth and stability is perhaps the accurate identification and articulation of 

the authentic spirit of our African cultural and institutional heritage” (v). In a similar but 

different forward to the book “The African Origin of Greek Philosophy: An Exercise in 

Afrocentrism”, Hilde Hein quotes Onyewuenyi when he said, that “he has been duped, 

betrayed and deprived of his philosophical birthright” (Onyewuenyi, iv). 

Here, Onyewuenyi avers that Africa’s rich cultural and intellectual traditions were 

systematically denied. Instructive as this may sound, it is further intended to awaken the 
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African mindset to the responsibility demanded, which is to enlighten through intellectual 

articulation on the realities that constitute its philosophy. This is necessitated by the fact 

that, in the field of scholarship, Western anthropologists, philosophers, historians and 

missionaries claim that most Africans are intellectually inferior to white races and cannot 

engage in logical and abstract thinking, and thus the West denies Africa’s contribution to the 

discipline of philosophy (Onyewuenyi 21). 

It is in light of the above that the exercise in Afrocentrism has become necessary. According 

to Onyewuenyi, it is a positive effort to re-establish, recover, dig out, what has been 

destroyed, stolen, suppressed, and denied to Africans whether cultural, economic, scientific, 

philosophic or other forms of their heritage (21). Some effort in actualizing the afrocentric 

desire led to the emergence of African philosophy, alongside several criticisms and 

opposition against what actually constitutes African philosophy. However, according to 

Uduigwomen, A. F., the debate or controversy on whether or not there is an African 

philosophy is dead and buried (3). For Bodnurin, as quoted by G. O. Ozumba, there is need 

to examine the question  of African philosophy with the intent to lay bare the different 

positions that have been adopted in the process of articulating an African philosophy (10). 

Here, Bodunrin asks: Is there an African philosophy, if there is, what is it? 

Responding to the above question Ozumba rather argues that, generally, disputes in the field 

of African philosophy stem from the merits of the issues that come under discourses on 

African philosophy (10). Ireogbu corroborates Ozumba’s position thus, “no author has 

declared that there can be no African philosophy. Rather, the issue at stake is: is the bulk of 

material called African philosophy by their authors, readers or researchers genuinely 

philosophy and genuinely African philosophy? The answer to this question is that their 

authors certainly meant them to be African philosophy in the sense of portraying the 

fundamental thought patterns and rationale of the lives and actions of the peoples in 

question” (129).   

Similarly, Ozumba argues in relation to African philosophy, that there does not exists a 

water-tight compartmentalization in the body of knowledge in general and in philosophy in 

particular (10). On the suggestion that Western compartmentalization of the different areas 
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of philosophy is different from that of Africa, Ozumba opined that, it cannot be the case, 

rather, he posits that we have the African equivalents of Western compartments. Here, we 

have African epistemology, metaphysics, ethics, ontology, science, history, logic, etc. (11). 

The concern of this work is on African epistemology. It is therefore pertinent to point out 

that in order to really comprehend the content of African epistemology, one must initially 

have to understand what African philosophy is, this is because African philosophy is highly 

metaphysical. African epistemology is on the other hand embedded in African metaphysics. 

Godwin Azenabor corroborates the above thus, that although the nature of African 

philosophy is metaphysical, one cannot completely separate metaphysics from 

epistemology, the question of reality from the question of knowledge. Hence, authentic 

African philosophy touches on epistemological matters (Online). Kenneth Gallagher in light 

of the above, argues that the philosophy of knowledge is co-extensive with philosophy, and 

that the search to explore and express the richness of reality is always concomitantly an 

effort to decide what ‘I know’ in any given area of reality. 

Essentially, this work articulates that African epistemology is deeply rooted in African 

tradition, it is metaphysically and spiritually inclined. It is to co-exist as one with nature, in 

which case, emphasis is placed on spirituality and an understanding of the world through a 

spiritual source because African epistemology regards the experiential world and the non-

experiential world as causally related. Central to this work is again the fact that reality is 

beyond the empirical world of space and time, that everything which exists is charged with 

life forces or spirits, that is, all beings possess a spiritual backing. It therefore presents the 

hierarchical order of life forces, which is god, divinities, ancestors, man, animals, plants and 

minerals. Here, the superior forces have a direct influence on the lower ones which can only 

influence the higher forces indirectly through spiritual works or otherwise.  

African Notion of Knowledge 

 African philosophy provides the epistemological attitude that can be said to be 

African. The African epistemological attitude is derived from her conception of reality, 

which is wholistic, ontological and features a perspective from oral tradition.  From the 

wholistic approach Bert Hamminga expressed his view on African philosophical attitude 
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thus, “knowledge is one form of togetherness. Togetherness is our ultimate criterion of any 

action, the pursuit of knowledge being just one of them” (1). 

 He opines that in view of this togetherness, knowledge in African tradition is social, 

implying that not “I” know, but “we” know (1). The root of this social outlook according to 

him, can be attributed to the fact that in the traditional African view, knowledge is not 

acquired by labour but “given” by the ancestors. Put differently, he posits that “our 

community is a tree (Dead). Ancestors are roots giving energy to the trunk, the adults, who 

in turn supply the branches, leaves and flowers, our children. The tree knows “we” know. 

The tree is the knowing subject (1). 

It means therefore that within African knowledge theory, what is known or taken as 

knowledge flows from the spiritual to the physical. It is what is revealed to man by divine 

forces that is known, and accepted as knowledge. 

The process begins as he put it, when an African is born, some ancestors have 

indirectly been born into a particular mother. The child is not that ancestor, but carries his 

name, as the vital power the ancestor is willing to invest in the child, as a link in the chain of 

vital power, through the chain of procreation of the child’s community. The child prays thus 

to the ancestor; “give us power” through such request, the living depends on the power of 

their ancestors for their survival. Here, according to him, lies the power to find food, shelter 

and partners to procreate. The ultimate aim being to have vitally powerful children as many 

as our own vital power allows, for these are all instances of power growth. That vital power 

is what matters in life. Knowledge in a nutshell, is received by man from the vital force. 

This is fundamental within the African thought patterns as the basis of its unitary 

epistemology. 

Zubairi B. Naseem also agrees that African knowledge is wholistic. He points out 

that some of the fundamental questions that confront the contemporary student of African 

heritage are; how did the African know? What did he think he could know? How did he 

think he could know? 

http://www.ijiset.com/


IJISET - International Journal of Innovative Science, Engineering & Technology, Vol. 6 Issue 10, October 2019  

ISSN (Online) 2348 – 7968 | Impact Factor (2019) – 6.248 

www.ijiset.com  

283 
 

To answer the above epistemic questions, he posits that according to Senghor, Negro 

African epistemology starts from the premise, “I feel, therefore I am”. Thus the African does 

not realize that he thinks, rather he feels that he feels, he feels his existence, he feels 

himself” (1). Traditionally speaking, African epistemology for him, starts with the promise, 

“we are therefore I am”. He argues that African philosophy is a collective mind, and for the 

African, “I”, pre-supposes a “we”, and “I” is contingent upon “we”. In view of the above, he 

explains that African epistemology is a univocal term drawn from the ontological unity 

beneath the phenomenal, and that we can only use a cultural thematic approach to elucidate 

relatively similar epistemological experiences in traditional Africa. This he says arises from 

the metaphysical oneness of the African past. In other words, African epistemology is rooted 

in the ontology. Such link, for him, is not only essential to the subject (African 

epistemology), but also necessary in so far as  metaphysics is necessary for art, morality, 

religion, economics and sociology for the abstract sciences, as well as for every branch of 

human endeavour considered from one practical single. It is the foundation upon which one 

builds one’s career consciously and unconsciously; it is the guide; the author of the human’s 

interest; and upon its truth or falsity depends what type of man you may develop into. This 

definition of metaphysics according to Henry Alphern shows that metaphysics is a dynamic 

base upon which every aspect of human endeavour is situated. Thus each culture’s 

understanding of what “being” or “reality” is, is relative to that culture. In this regard  

African epistemology, as a process or thought pattern cannot be realistic,  unless it is guided 

by African ontology or its conception of reality, which is wholistic in outlook (99). Briefly 

put, knowledge flows form the highest being (force) which is the wisdom itself, as far as 

ontological hierarchy is concern in Africa. 

The agreement of African epistemological view with its metaphysics pre-suppose 

that for the African, “being” is “that which is force’ or the thing in so far as it is force”. This 

means that being is inconceivable without its being force or inherently endowed with force. 

African conception of reality holds that the supreme force or supreme agent of motion is 

God. It is thus for this reason that African epistemology adopts the view that knowledge is 

the understanding of the nature of forces and their interaction. Thus, wisdom (knowledge) 

under the epistemic pattern, lies in ontological knowledge, it is the intelligence of forces, of 
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their hierarchy, their cohesion and their interaction. Here, it is believed that God is also 

wisdom in that he knows all forces, their ordering, their dependence, their potential and their 

mutual interaction. Here, it is God (the highest force) that releases knowledge to other lesser 

or human forces. 

Onyewuenyi supports the above position, when he opines that “Africans say that 

forces differ in their essence or nature. There is the divine force, terrestrial or celestial 

forces, human forces and vegetable and even mineral forces” (34). He explains further that 

in addition to different categories of forces. Africans maintain that these force follow a 

hierarchical order such that God precedes the spirits, then come the founding fathers and the 

living dead, according to their rank in terms of seniority. 

Similarly Placid Tempels testifies that; “it would be tantamount to uttering his own 

death sentence. It would be in the nature of a revolt. It would constitute exclusion from the 

source of vital force which flows among Bantu (African) by strict rules or primogeniture 

from fathers and ancestors” (153). 

Still on the hierarchical flow of knowledge under the African epistemological view, 

John S. Mbiti argues that the living-dead know and have interested in what is going on in  

the family. When they appear, which is generally to the oldest members of the household, 

they are recognized by name as “so and so”, they enquire about family affairs and may even 

warn of impending danger or rebuke those who fail to follow their special instructions. They 

are the guardians of family affairs, traditions, ethics and activities” (207). 

To further demonstrate the ontological relation of African epistemology, B. Abanuka 

stresses the significant role played by the ancestors. He posits that reality as a whole is 

qualitatively identical. It is a unity and has an ultimate support. On this basis, follow five 

ontological principles namely: ultimacy, ancestry, human kind, deity and nothing (25). 

Whatever has ontological reality is what it is, according to him because it possesses its basis 

on the ultimate origin or support of all things. Ancestry thus depends on the ontological 

reality, as the principle which guides human aspirations, fullness of human development and 

accomplishment. It also gives direction or orientation to human experience by influencing 

human options, which is basically ethical. This is the basis for which morality has become 
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broad in meaning hence, covering all the services rendered by man, which contribute to the 

building of a community. These services include education, the economy, politics, religion 

and other aspects of the community’s culture. As he further puts it; “to avoid any danger to 

the community, ancestry must be held in view as providing the model of  proper human 

behaviour which brings fulfillment of human inspiration and stability to the community” 

(27). 

From the positions of the philosophers exposed so far, it is indubitably correct to say 

that an African epistemology cannot be conceived without an ontological basis. This is 

because in every endeavour of the African, the totality of his existence and his faculty are 

defined and guided by her idea of reality which cannot be realized without a metaphysical 

foundation. Its divine source again guarantees its reliability. This consideration draws from 

the fact that man’s knowledge is limited without a divine source. 

The above tenet seems to contradict Protagoras opinion that “man is the measure of 

all things, of the things that are, that they are end of the things that are not, that they are not” 

(Uduigwomen and Ozumba, 90). However, when reconciled with Bacon’s words, “that no 

one creation is a measure of all the differences in the universe”, one will agree then that God 

is the only measure of the universe (Tiles and Tiles 68). This, of course, is in line with the 

ontological hierarchy, which forms the basis for African conception of reality and 

epistemology. This considered opinion is supported by Chris O. Ijiomah. Here, he submits 

that, “the world is “a given”, therefore, there must be some powerful personalities behind it. 

There are three forces that rule the universe namely: man, ancestor/spirit and God” (133). 

He, however, explains that man is physical, intellectual and spiritually. Therefore, the power 

of man could physically, rationally and spirituals change the world for good or evil, but that 

man is limited. For him, the spirit/ancestors influence the world also because according to 

him, they are understood to be nearer to God and so, they are supposed to be less limited 

than man. But he argues again that God is supreme and his influence overtakes all other 

influences (134). Imaah agrees with Ijiomah, by saying that spiritual significant shows that 

something exists that has power but not material, and that we assume that the more powerful 

immaterial and invisible metaphysical significance, subsequently subdues the subsidiary 

visible material aspect. 
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Francis Bacon also postulates and situates any knowledge theory within its 

conception of reality, when he says that: 

For everybody has his own individual den or Cave, which intercepts 
and corrupts the light of nature, either from his own peculiar and 
singular disposition, or from his education and intercourse with 
others, or from his reacting, and the authority acquired by those whom 
he reverences and admires or from the different impressions produced 
on the mind, as it happens to be preoccupied and predisposed or 
equable and tranquil and the like, so that the spirit of man is variable, 
confused, and, as it were, actuated by chance (109). 

This means that the opinions we form are determined in large measure by our 

education, our individual life histories and cultural milieu in which we find ourselves. As a 

result, people differ in their thought styles. Some tend to analyze and distinguish where 

others note resemblances and put together large pictures, some reverse the past; whereas 

others value novelty above all, and so on. 

The logic behind Bacon’s position is quite valid. This stems from the fact that when 

dealing with African epistemology, it is pertinent to realize that one is entering into a 

cultural world whose philosophy, principles of understanding and of aesthetic continuum 

differ completely from the western ideas of what constitutes trustworthy knowledge and 

reality. So, like ethics among most traditional societies, epistemology is really inseparable 

from the religious worldview. Thus in traditional African worldview the divine participates 

in the process of informing man either directly (through dreams of the sages) or by signs 

such as happening in man’s life. 

It is for this reason that it is impossible within the African cultural reality and 

experience to speak of art as if it were detached from religion, religion as if it were detached 

from mythology and speculative thought, speculative thought as if it were detached from 

mythical feelings and these feelings as if they were detached from moral principles and 

political idea (1). It is a setting that is strongly bound together by a force of oneness or unity 

of purpose. 

Ijiomah is also of the view that religion of the traditional African was a whole life 

process, a social web and therefore not to be religious was not to exist. And as such, religion 
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contains all experiences of life namely; philosophy, politics, business, etc. for him, the 

traditional African embraced the world religiously, and his rituals which were practical 

demonstrations of his religion were simultaneously expression of psychology, philosophy, 

agriculture and businesses (134). 

It would therefore not be wrong to agree with Zubairi B. Naseem that African 

cosmology is unitary as opposed to analytic world. He presents the view that, “The 

traditional epistemology does not approach the problem of knowledge by dividing its 

domain into the rational, empirical and mystical. In both the intellectual and the concrete 

divisions of morality, the three traits of thought - rational, empirical and mystical constitute 

a single mode of knowing” (13). 

In other words, the cosmology of the traditional African mind postulates about a 

divine who can participate with the finite in the epistemic search for reality or true 

knowledge. Briefly put, African cosmology determines its epistemology. 

For Jimoh, African epistemology is essentially a context dependent theory of 

knowledge. It is an epistemology that takes note of the important role of the human and 

societal factors in establishing this knowledge claims. The implication here is that African 

epistemology is a knowledge theory which takes into consideration the culture and reality or 

worldview of a particular people as a guide in determining how a people (Africans) know, 

and the means via which they attain such knowledge. This knowledge theory necessarily 

accords man a very important role in the epistemic circle, in other words, he has the 

potential to create knowledge. It is further structured such that it can address the existential 

challenges facing the Africans. This is in view of the societal factors, which are relevant in 

establishing the knowledge claim of a group of people. These existential, societal factors or 

limiting condition of human existence I suppose could be psychological, political, social, 

religious or even economic. Their effects on an epistemic claim will however depend on 

whether each society, environment, or on how they know. Essentially, it presupposes that 

Africa is distinct from one that is foreign to her (Ogunmodede, 18). Hamminga agrees here, 

when he opines that, in traditional African view, knowledge is not universal but local tribal. 

Other tribes have different knowledge (1). 
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Egbeke Aja, in like-manner explains that the African theory of knowledge about 

human experience does not call for self-detachment, which scientific knowledge demands. 

This means that African knowledge attitude project the self as part of the knowing field. 

There is, therefore, no distinction between the subject and the object in perception. African 

epistemology for him does not separate the ego from the world; rather the self is seen as the 

centre of the world. Thus, every experience and reality is personal experience, which is in 

other words, the totality of man and his faculties (79). To know the truth in the African 

sense, a person must put himself in the context of that experience to feel, live with and 

grasps its relations. In this case, man’s input in attaining knowledge is necessary in order to 

actualize any epistemic exercise. This is because man’s experience is an indispensable raw 

data for any worthwhile rational activity. 

An examination of Aja’s view on how the subject and object relate without 

discrimination within the African knowledge attitude, would suffice at this point as we take 

a look at his dimension of knowledge situation. 

Dimension of Knowledge 

Self or Subject 

The self or the subject of knowledge plays a very important role in African epistemology. 

This is because the one who knows is the subject. Moreso, knowledge is confined to ideas in 

the mind of the subject, and it is impossible to get these ideas to an objective or material 

reality separate from, and independent of the knower (subject), because perceptions and 

things known, are one. Again, perception and things known can only be known as ideas in 

the mind of self or knower, because the world belongs to a knower or subject or self (Aja, 

75, 26). The view of the self in relation to knowledge in the African knowledge situation 

could be likened to the Berkelean idealism, but it is not, because it is a peculiar epistemic or 

knowledge situation in Africa. Here, that is, in the African epistemology, the subject is 

hardly in contradistinction to the object. 

The self or subject – object relationship in African epistemology is different from 

that of the West. The West admits duality of experience. This implies that the subject and 
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the object are conceived as two separate and independent entities. This dualist ontology has 

given rise to an epistemology split into rationalism and empiricism, subjectivism and 

objectivism. Man, under the western ontology is separated from nature. 

On the other hand, in African epistemological structure, man and nature are not 

ontologically independent. Rather, man and nature as self (subject) and object to be known, 

are not two separate independent and opposing realities but one inseparable continuum of a 

hierarchical order. The epistemic approach of the African therefore holds that the subject 

cannot know the object if it is detached. Here, it maintains that there can be no knowledge of 

reality if an individual (subject or self) detaches himself from the object  to be known. 

Knowledge, thus comes from the co-operation of  all human faculties and experience. In this 

case,  the self sees, feels, imagines, reasons or thinks and intuits at the same time. the subject 

is therefore perpetually involved in knowledge process. The subject not only sees and thinks, 

but also experiences and discovers. Thus, in this African knowledge theory, as Aja calls it, 

the subject believes that no knowledge of an object is possible without the object entering 

into experience. This means in other words that, the self or the subject and the objective 

world outside of the self are really one. Naseem put it this way; “self experience and he 

experiencing self, being identical occupy a central position in traditional epistemology (1). 

He explains further that the active is dominant in the scheme of traditional thought in 

Africa. And that for the African, theoretical and practical philosophies are not autonomous, 

but logically and metaphysically fused in a single epistemological system. Put  differently, 

the ego that theories and the world in which this theory assumes practicality participate in a 

unitary culture bound worldview. 

The implication of this type of knowledge situation is that, there is no distinction 

between the ego (subject) and the world (object). So, in any circumstance of conflict 

between the self and the world, African epistemology makes the self or subjects the centre 

of knowledge. 

It is obvious that the importance of the self (subject) in relation to the object to be 

known within the African knowledge situation cannot be overemphasized. A. Jimoh also 

stressed the need for subject – object relationship, specifically in a fused manner. According 
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to him, knowledge is ultimately dependent on some human and social factors, rather than 

being an objective, impersonal relations between the object known and the knowing subject, 

as is the case in traditional western thought (18). Chicherin in an attempt to emphasize the 

subject – object relationship says pure mental abstraction, though a creation of the mind, not 

given to us by the senses, corresponds to the reality of things without which one cannot even 

think them. Basically, he means here that, the self or subject that knows is “in harmony”, 

“equal”, and “similar” to the object to be known. In other words, there are one. This implies 

that the subject and object of knowledge are at any time, inseparable whether rationality or 

empirically derived, just like African knowledge situation (150). In like manner, Lossky 

posits that, a content of consciousness such as knowledge is related not only to the conscious 

subject but to somebody else as well. All knowledge is of something, and that, to which the 

knowledge refers, is called the object of knowledge. 

Knowledge, for him, stands between the knowing subject and the known object. True 

knowledge he says, must sometimes correspond to the object. In a nutshell, the knowing 

subject, knowledge and the object exist in harmony, there are one (114). He agrees also with 

the African knowledge situation. Thus according to him, there are, then, two aspects in 

consciousness – the subject and the object. Together they form the single whole of 

consciousness, adding that consequently, there is a relation between them which for him is 

obviously not a spatial of nearness, contiguity, etc, nor a temporal relation of succession or 

coexistence, but rather a purely spiritual relation; the relation of having something in 

consciousness. Furthermore, the object of knowledge he argues, is made up of subject’s 

mental states caused in him by the object. And that in the observer’s mind there is psychical 

trees (i.e. a mental image of a tree) which must as far as possible resemble the physical tree 

(116). This is a clear expression of the fact that a realistic knowledge situation just like in 

the African case not only command ontological unity or oneness in terms of spiritual 

relationship, but also manifest through the fusion of the self or subject with the object to be  

known. 

The relevance of the subject – object relationship cannot be  limited, as it affect even 

the worldview of a people. Iroegbu advances the position that African philosophy so defined 

and its contents so delineated is both an individual and a communal affairs. Only individuals 
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think because only individual have the thinking faculty. Yet communities do bring their 

individual thoughts together, in harmony and in synthesis for the good and integrated 

working out of that society (122). This means that it is the self, subject that make up the 

subject. What a people call reality cannot be known if self does not rationalize them. This 

implies that in African ontology, man (that is self, subject) is inseparable with reality, nature 

or the external world, rather they are the same. 

The above argument is synonymous to Descartes opinion, that man is the only 

animal endowed with mind, the others are automata. This is also widely held and on better 

evidence, that man is the only animal endowed with language, and that no appreciable 

mental activity is conceivable without linguistic aids (Moore, 80). The simple inference 

therefore is that if it is only man that has mind, language or linguistics aids, it follows that it 

is only man that can think and acknowledge, appreciate and express what it means to know, 

as well as determine the relationship between the knower and the object of knowledge in any 

epistemic endeavour. This, in my opinion is enough evidence to dispel the argument by 

Henry Olela that the African mind is in no way capable of any systematic philosophy, on the 

basis that man whether in the west or Africa has a mind and a language, which are very 

essential sine qua non for any epistemology or rational activity to be conceived. 

Sogolo has similarly opined in the light of Iroegbu’s opinion though in agreement 

with Nyerere, Nkrumah, and Senghor that, man in Africa is not just a social being but a 

being that is inseparable from his community. Put differently; “The African man is an 

integral part of society and that, as an individual, he cannot exist alone except corporately” 

(191). 

This shows that in the African knowledge situation, in terms of subject – object 

relation, the self or man or subject is a part of the reality or society. This in a nutshell, 

portrays inseparability between the self (subject) and object in African epistemology. Again, 

Newell S. Booth shares in the above opinion about the conception of man in Africa. Here, 

man finds his fulfillment not as a separate individual but as a participant in a family and a 

community. Man is also related to the physical environment.  The conception has a subject – 

object relation, because man as the self or subject has to relate with his physical 
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environment which serves as object or knowledge in Africa. The relationship as Booth puts 

it, is not only an organization of human relationship, but includes also the relationship of 

people with the earth as a whole, their own land and the unseen world of constructive forces 

and beings in which they believe (7). 

Under the African knowledge situation, Abanuka maintains that in the process of 

experiencing to attain knowledge, the subject – object distinction is minimal, and that if it 

exists at all, the focus of consciousness is the subject and other individual things, which are 

objects of knowledge, exist for the subject and are not known existing for themselves (71 – 

72). Objects in this case exist for the sake of perception. To be known by a subject, both 

subject and object thus exist for each other, to achieve a single purpose that is knowing the 

real. 

Object 

 Object of knowledge refers to the manifestation in the phenomenal and noumenal 

world. This is an aspect of philosophy, ontology, forming the central part of it. It deals with 

studies concerning being – material, mind, persons, universals etc (Lacey 28). According to 

Mbiti “Africans have their own ontology, but it is a religious ontology, and to understand 

their religions, we must penetrate that ontology, I propose to divide it up into five categories, 

but is in an extremely anthropocentric ontology in the sense that everything is seen in terms 

of his relations to man” (6). He thus identifies the five categories as: 

(1) God as the ultimate explanation of the genesis and substance of both man and all 

things 

(2) Spirit being made up of super human beings and the spirits of man who died a 

long time ago 

(3) Man including human beings who are alike and those about to be born 

(4) Animals and plants or the remainder or biological life. 

(5) Phenomena and objects without biological life (Mbiti 22) 

There are thus, summed up in the fact that man is the centre of all those categories, 

and everything depends on another and exists in a delicate state of balance. Ontologically, 
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dualism simply is not part of the African philosophy cum epistemic tradition, rather the 

possibility of its emergence is subsumed under the unity of existence. 

Oral Tradition 

 According to Jan Vasina, oral tradition is defined as testimonies of the past which are 

deliberately transmitted from mouth to mouth. It is concerned with past events and are 

distinct from rumours which always bear the character of sensational news, and are not 

deliberately transmitted from generation to generation in the same way. This tradition, he 

argues, forms the main available source for a reconstruction of the past, in those parts of the 

world without writing, and even among peoples who have writing. Oral tradition constitutes 

one formalized aspect of oral communication (Andah 202). Sharon Wilson agrees with the 

above definition. Thus she explains that in African societies, oral tradition is the method in 

which history, stories, folktales and religious beliefs are passed on from generation to 

generation. And for the African people, oral tradition is linked to their ways of life. This is 

why they placed great worth in it, because it is a primary feeling, and attitude. Moreso, 

Africans depend upon oral tradition to teach the listener important traditional values and 

morals pertaining to how to live. It also delivers explanations to the mysteries of the 

universe and the meaning of life on earth, and at the same time serve as a guiding principle 

in which to make sense of the world (Wilson 1). 

 Mbiti as quoted by Sharon Wilson opines that oral tradition is non-written history, it 

is spoken word only. Most African people did not invent an alphabet for the art of reading 

and writing. Therefore they could not keep written records of their history; instead they 

passed on information from one generation to another by word of mouth. 

Similarly, Vincent Muli Wa Kituku explains in the same website, that, the human 

voice is the key element in oral tradition. Here, oral tradition relies on human voice to 

communicate varied messages. He therefore posits that “voice was the vehicle in which 

knowledge was passed on from one generation to another. Voice unified a family, clan and 

community. Enforcement of customs depended on voice. When a person died, his or her 

voice was no longer to be heard, it was as if a whole library had been destroyed. Voice is 

important (2). It is therefore an essential tool with which knowledge in Africa is stored, 
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transmitted and expressed. This voice whether spiritual or physical, is honoured for 

knowledge sake. 

Grace Ogot situates the point of relationship of oral tradition within the African 

knowledge circle. Here, she articulates that “only through the oral tradition-music, folk 

songs, myths and other oral arts does the African utilize various means of knowing: knowing 

for the African could be achieved through imagination, intuition and feeling” (Nasseem 1). 

African legends, folk songs, folk tales and proverbs are, therefore, the living 

expressions of oral literacy activity. The distinctive feature of this literature is that it 

represents a form of collective or group activity. Under this paradoxical feature of African 

epistemological continuum, both the performer and the audience participate. Ogot opines 

that if traditional oral literature is to be ensured of continuity, it has to be given the 

performance of the printed word. She explains that philosophically, there is the need to 

sustain the heritage in our contemporary milieu, and to do so, we must use literacy. But that 

whereas the philosophy to be preserved and perpetuated is a collective mind, committing 

orature to writing, individualizes the literature, because for her, the writing and reading of a 

book are individual acts. At this point, it suffices to proffer that though writing and reading 

of books are individual acts, it makes a difference when studies in thematic area such as this 

represents through literacy transcriptions, the warmth and richness of the speaking human 

voice, first of all, with the vernacular version, which is as well translated into literary 

meaning as well as its mode of application in the context being studied. Proper 

documentation of the characters interviewed orally would help actualize this purpose. 

Egbeka Aja posits that the problem of knowledge in traditional African thought is 

that of ascertaining whether or not what is claimed as knowledge is actually knowledge 

rather than mistaken opinion on the one hand, and the means or source of acquiring the  

knowledge on the other (75). This study will therefore turn to the sources or knowledge 

within the context of traditional African theory of knowledge. 

Sources of Knowledge in African Epistemology 
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 An in-depth knowledge of a theory of knowledge (epistemology) cannot be 

adequately accomplished without an investigation of its sources. It is pertinent therefore to 

expose and also discuss available sources of knowledge in African epistemology. 

Wholistic Knowledge  

 This is a form of knowledge which holds that in perception, we are neither given an 

object nor a sense-datum, but a unity of experience in which the subject and object cannot be 

discriminated (Uduigwomen, 37). In this sense therefore knowledge from the wholistic 

perspective implies a fusion of identity of subject and object in the knowing process.  It 

requires a knower putting himself in this position of an object of knowledge. Ijiomah 

presents a typical African and wholistic mode of knowing. He argues that though the 

African possess spontaneous confidence in the ability of the senses as well as that of reason, 

their view of reality does not permit a separation between the sensible, rational and spiritual 

in the process of knowing. Rather there is some degree of complementarity between all that 

are involved. He notes that for the African the source of knowledge include intuition, 

ancestral revalation, innate ideas and experience (12). The wholistic view of knowledge, 

which is very peculiar to the African knowledge pattern, disallows separability of subject 

and object in knowing. In the same vein, Unah explains that in the process of knowing, all of 

man’s faculties are simultaneously brought to bear on the object of experience. And that in 

trying to acquire knowledge of the world, the African intuits, reasons, feels, imagines, all at 

the same time (113). Egbeke Aja corroborates this thus: “In the course of knowing, one does 

not detach himself from the object of experience” (79). Put differently, the wholistic 

approach to knowledge adopts togetherness or relatedness as a hallmark of knowing. This 

seems to agree with Anyanwu’s opinion that, “knowledge comes from the co-operation of 

all human faculties and experiences” (94). The essential import of African wholistic 

knowledge, is that knowledge is achieved when there is oneness, union as an individual tries 

to know. One does not know in isolation from the object to be known.  Alienation in this 

case is a barrier to knowledge. The entire facilities of man (reason, experience, intuition, 

ancestral revelation) etc are therefore in cooperation in the process of attaining knowledge 

with order to avoid error. 
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Intuition Knowledge 

 Intuition like truth is somehow difficult to define. Intuitive kind of knowledge is 

derived from intuition. Inspite of the circumstance by which the knowledge comes to an 

individual, it is accepted as a kind of certainty that could suddenly come upon somebody as 

a flash of light, mostly when the mind is worried or in want of a solution to a situation that 

seem disturbing. It is an experience that is innate in man. It is problematic as a form of 

knowledge, in the sense that, it is usually not all circumstance of intuition that are true. For 

instance, assuming one is given a mathematical problem to solve, with options of three 

principles to use (A.B.C.), if the person has a sudden flash of idea (intuition) to use principle 

(C) while the actual principle is the B principle, his intuition for (C) cannot be said to be true 

and so cannot lead him to true knowledge. 

Sometimes conflicting intuition arise among people about the same reality. Such 

conflict raises doubt concerning which intuition is true. However, despite the limitation 

involved in intuitive knowledge, many Africans still uphold intuition as a sure way to 

getting knowledge of reality. 

Perceptual Knowledge 

 This is knowledge we gain through our sense. In other words, the true and 

determinate knowledge arising from the contact of the senses with their proper object (Aja 

76). The sense is very relevant in knowing. This is why Abanuka opines that having the 

right concepts seems to be at the root of knowing; for if one does not have the proper 

concepts, one cannot be said to know. One of such concepts is that of perception. There are 

those which are immediately obtained from sense perception. For example, the concept 

“red” is immediately given in that particular being and their sensible characteristic. He avers 

that in normal circumstances, it is through perception of such sensible characteristics as 

colour, shape or size that one comes to recognize individual things for what they are (68). 

Uduigwomen argues that such knowledge is certain and therefore requires no test through 

experiments to affirm its veracity. He, for this reason, criticizes Professor Bodunrins’ 

position that “anyone arguing in favour of any African epistemology must be able to 

convince us that there is a method of testing the knowledge which is basically African” (17). 

http://www.ijiset.com/


IJISET - International Journal of Innovative Science, Engineering & Technology, Vol. 6 Issue 10, October 2019  

ISSN (Online) 2348 – 7968 | Impact Factor (2019) – 6.248 

www.ijiset.com  

297 
 

The disagreement is because he applied the verification principles in African epistemology. 

He further posits that on ground of disagreement between two parties, a third party is sought 

to settle the differences. This is an appropriate approach to arrive at sound judgment because 

the third party is in most cases neutral and could reason better than those involve in 

disagreement. 

The Africans expressing some doubt do not completely doubt the ability of the 

senses in knowledge acquisition. They believe that what is perceived with the sense of sight, 

smell, taste, hearing and touching are true in so far as the perceiver is in good condition of 

health. Here, perception is accepted as true if it corresponds, with the object of knowledge 

the person is claiming to perceive. Whatever one experiences is taken as first hand or eye 

witness account and is treated as certain knowledge (37). It implies that in African 

knowledge theory, true perception is that which corresponds to the physical object. 

Mystical Knowledge 

 Mystical knowledge transcends common sense knowledge. According to 

Uduigwomen, it is knowledge acquired exclusively by diviners, mediums, priests, native 

doctors, rain-makers, herbalists and so on. These people are believed to possess “innate 

abilities” that enable them to manipulate the spirit world in favour of the natural world (38).

 This form of knowledge is believed to be reserved or restricted to some group of 

persons in the society. They may not really be schooled in the act, it is just believed that 

with the acquisition of innate abilities, knowledge of the forces and spirit world are 

manipulated to their favour, specifically as observed in the work of rain-makers. A 

comparison of mystical knowledge is not as open as scientific procedures. However, inspite 

of such secrecy in their logic, mystical knowledge posses certain order and could be justified 

by reference to its laid down procedures. 

Rational Knowledge 

 Like the Western rationalist, the Africans also believe that knowledge could be 

derived from the reasoning process. Although the Africans may not have laid down laws of 

thought or logical forms, as typical of the west, the truth remains that the Africans have a 
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peculiar way of reasoning. The Africans have mind just like any other race of human beings. 

And if we are to take Descartes’ words seriously, that man is the only animal endowed with 

mind, language, without which no appreciable mental activity is conceivable, it suffices 

indubitably to assert that the Africans unquestionably have rational abilities like every other 

human race. 

It is now very certain that the Africans have a unique worldview. Scholars are 

arguing that language is the door to the world of the people, and that thought is closely 

related to language. This shows that definitely they have a mode of reasoning associated 

with their language, which of course helps them to think as well as understand things in a 

way that may be seemingly different from the procedures used by the westerners.  

Rational knowledge within the African knowledge situation can actually be located 

in its use of wise sayings and proverbs. The implication is that the Africans believe in innate 

knowledge. Innatism (the idea that man is born with some knowledge or ideas even prior to 

his experiencing the world) is one of the pillars of rationalism. This is true of the African, in 

the sense that certain ideas and concepts with which the African addresses some existential 

issues, are available to his/her brain without prior or physical experience. Feyerabend as 

quoted by Chris Akpan, supports the above view that one is born with knowledge or ideas 

even prior to the experiencing the world, when he states that, knowledge can enter our brain 

without touching our senses. And that some knowledge resides in the individual brain 

without ever having entered it. Man in other words is born into the world with some 

knowledge (34). 

Ancestral Knowledge 

 In African society, ancestors have secured a fundamental relevance in the lives of the 

people. This is because of the African belief in some level of reality that exists amongst the 

ancestors. The relationship has necessitated a closeness of the living to the dead and their 

memory, indicating that there is one reality, which is shared by both the living and the dead. 

Abanuka in the same vein expresses the view that ancestors share the imperishability of the 

ultimate reality and that at the same time, they are closely connected with individuals on the 

level of human kind with whom they are one skin (39). A very practical instance of this 
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form of knowledge is observed among tribes of Africa, when elders in such tribes confess 

about knowledge revealed to them by their dead fathers. Most of these revelations usually 

concerns impending danger, which may affect their living relatives.  At other times, it is 

about ways of correcting a wrong done by the living relatives which may have altered some 

natural laws of the land. Almost all of such messages are sent by the ancestors through 

dreams, to their living relative. 

The communication between the living and the dead is further strengthened because 

the departed, whether parents, brothers, sisters and children, form part of the family, and 

must therefore be kept in touch with their surviving relatives. This relationship is usually 

cemented with libation and the giving of food to the departed, as tokens of fellowship, 

hospitality, and respect, while the drink and food so given serve as symbols of family 

continuity and contact (Mbiti 84). It is in other words, a give and take relationship. 

However, the living most often benefit more in the relationship. 

Communal Knowledge 

 It was Descartes who argue that man is the only animal endowed with mind; the 

others are automata. He maintains that it is also widely held and on better evidence, that man 

is the only animal endowed with language and that no appreciable mental activity is 

conceivable without linguistic aids (80). This implies that it is only man that can think, 

acknowledge, appreciate and express what it means to know. As earlier argued, this is 

enough evidence to dispel Henry Olela’s opinion that the African mind is in no way capable 

of any systematic philosophy. My tenet is that, man whether in the West or Africa, in as 

much as he or she has a mind which thinks, and a language, which are very essential sine 

qua non for any epistemology or rational activity to be conceived, is capable of a systematic 

philosophy. 

Iroegbu corroborates the view above, thus, African philosophy so defined its 

contents so delineated are both an individual and a communal affair. Only individuals think 

because only individuals have the thinking faculty, and that communities do bring their  

individual thoughts together in harmony and in synthesis for the good and integrated 

working out of their society (122). This position actually connects to the fact that within 
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African worldview, one thinks in terms of the whole, and then how all the parts fit into the 

event or relationship as a whole. This is more so, why it is argued that in African society, the 

group is what is important  and that the individual is defined by his or her relationship to the 

group. Similarly, Abanuka in support of the above posits that, in African’s system of the 

community’s teaching and learning, the child must learn to know things in relation to what 

the community wants. For relatedness according to him, is the hallmark of knowledge at this 

level (73). It is on the above basis that he further opines that communal knowledge, whose 

subject is still individual, takes its rise from the needs of common life in the community and 

its end in the preservation of the community’s life and heritage or laws, customs and 

traditions (74). The individual he adds cannot form concepts in whatever way he likes. But 

those concepts are meaningful within the experience of the community (75). 

The above positions really show, that the community has a role to play as a source of 

knowledge within the African society. it suffices therefore to argue that, in as much as a 

thing can be known its individual parts, the whole it forms seems to present a wide range of 

knowledge about components. Based on this, our position that the community serves as a 

source of knowledge in African society remains an indubitable fact. 

God’s Knowledge 

 God is presented here as a source of knowledge, firstly, on a universal note. This 

derives from one fact that a study on variety of religious experiences, shows that all 

religions of the world make supplications to one God, though through different mediators. If 

this is the case, it then means that He is all-knowing. The Bible acknowledges the above 

point, though from a Christian perspective. The book of proverbs, chapter 1 verse 7, chapter 

2 verse 6,7, records that, the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge. For the Lord 

gives wisdom, from His mouth comes knowledge and understanding. He stores up sound 

wisdom for the upright (KJV). The simple fact here is that it is God Almighty that gives man 

all kinds of knowledge, whether white or black. 

An essential characteristic of the African worldview is that, God is understood as 

creator, though he is far away. Again, for the African view of reality, everything is related, 

thus it is basically a religious worldview. In which case, all that exists is spiritual, a part of a 
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unified whole. Here, God is not seen as living away in some other world. The Africans 

accept the fact that God the creator is a different type of being from his human creation, but 

not that the knower (subject), because perception and thinks known are. Against perception 

and things known can only be known as idea in the mind of the self or knower, in view of 

the fact that world belongs to a knower or subject or self (Aja 26,75) Though the view is 

similar to Berkelean idealism, it is however a unique and peculiar epistemic character in 

African knowledge claim. This is because of the fact that in African knowledge  claim. This 

is because the fact that in African epistemology, the subject is totally in contradistinction to 

the object. It therefore confirms the African worldview which holds that, all of reality is one 

and that humans share the world with spiritual realities. 

Ontology Knowledge 

 This form of knowledge has become fundamental because of its foundational 

relevance in African epistemology. African epistemology is said to be rooted in African 

ontology (Zuboiri1). Ontology is the branch of metaphysics which deals with the nature and 

mode of existence of things in the universe. Sometimes it is defined as the science of being 

as being (Uduigwomen 38). For the African, “being” is that which is force.  So knowledge is 

the understanding of the nature of forces and their interaction. Here, in the hierarchy of life-

forces, God is at the top, followed by the divinities, then the ancestors, then the elders etc in 

a descending order. The view adopted by the African society is that, true knowledge lies in 

ontological knowledge. It is the intelligence of forces, of their hierarchy, their cohesion and 

their world of the existence is a different one. All of reality is said to be one, humans share 

the world with their spiritual realities. God is the root and source of all knowledge, for the 

African. Nasseem originated this position, when he opined that the epistemological view of 

the traditional African is in consonance with his metaphysics. Here, the Africans believe that 

“being” is that which is force. Being is inconceivable without it being force or inherently 

endowed with force. He argues that the Supreme Force or Supreme Agent of motion here is 

God. And that God is also wisdom in that He knows all forces, their ordering, their 

independence, their potential and their mutual interaction (1 of 3). It is reliable on the basis 

of the above argument, to assert that the Africans derive their knowledge from God. And 
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moreso, because, for him a person is said to know or have wisdom in as much as he 

approaches divine wisdom, that is, God’s wisdom. 

Individual Knowledge  

 The individual within the African worldview is an indispensable source of 

knowledge.  This actually stems from the belief that the self or the subject of knowledge 

plays a very important role in African epistemology. The argument here is that the one who 

knows is the subject. For knowledge is confined to ideas in the mind of the subject, and that 

it is impossible to behold these ideas to an objective or material reality separate from, and 

independent interaction. The believe here is that God is the Supreme Force. He is also 

wisdom, in that He knows all forces, their ordering, their independence, their potential and 

their mutual interaction. A person is said to know or have wisdom in as much as he 

approaches divine wisdom. One in this case approaches divine knowledge when one’s flesh 

becomes less fleshly. That is, the older a person gets, the more wisdom he has. This 

according to Zubairi, is the metaphysical rationale for the authority of the aged in African 

epistemology (1). Briefly put, it suffices to say that this form of knowledge is the 

prerogative of the elderly in traditional African society. 

Oral Tradition 

 This is a method found usually in African societies in which history, stories, 

folktales, myths, religion, proverbs, beliefs, songs, ritual are transmitted from one generation 

to another. These are elements of oral tradition majority of which might not have been 

written down but are passed from generation to another by words of mouth. Jan Vansina 

avers that oral traditions are testimonies of the past which are deliberately transmitted from 

mouth to mouth. For him oral tradition forms the main available source for a reconstruction 

of the past, in those parts of the world without writing, and even among people who have 

writing (Andah 203). In Africa, a great worth is placed on oral traditional values, morals, 

mysteries of the universe, meaning of life, and were taught to future generation. It therefore 

commands serious importance in African epistemic heritage, since it is through such means 

that one comes to know about what past generation took knowledge to be. 
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In affirmation of this view, Uduigwomen opines that there is no way one can explain 

African epistemology without reference to the traditions that are expressed orally (42). This 

simply implies that oral expression is essential in the transmission of a people’s heritage. 

Vincent Miah Wa Kituku corroborates by noting that the human voice is the key element in 

oral tradition. Oral tradition relies on human voice to communicate varied messages. Here, 

voice is the vehicle in which knowledge was passed on from one generation to another. He 

argues that enforcement of customs depended on voice. And so, when a person died, his or 

her voice was no longer to be heard, it was as if a whole library had been destroyed (2). 

Oral tradition however, have their limitation, because of possible distortion, 

subtraction or exaggerations, which is the case, arises from the fact that such tradition s are 

preserved in memory and later passed down by words of mouth. 

Knowledge, we want to say is meaningful in as much as it solves human or 

existential problem. Available literature shows moreover that even among civilized cultures, 

oral tradition still serves some purpose. It suffice therefore to argue that whether a people 

write down what goes for knowledge or not, so long as these knowledge are transmitted 

formally or informally, as well as maintain the fundamental aim of the philosophic or 

epistemological exercise, which is proffering solution to human predicament, it remains an 

authentic means or source of knowledge in Africa. 

CONLUSION 

In conclusion, this work has been able to establish that African philosophy is rooted 

in African conception of reality, which is metaphysical. It is expressed in the African 

worldview, which further manifest in African communalism. This is seen from the point of 

view of African communal worldview, which is rooted in African metaphysics of existence, 

this work finds it reasonable to agree that authentic African philosophy touches on 

epistemological matters, because one cannot separate the question of reality, from the 

question of knowledge. The African epistemological attitude derives from her conception of 

reality, which is holistic, ontological and also from her oral tradition.  
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