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Abstract 

This paper examines the philosophical imperative of decolonising African spaces of knowledge by engaging the 

works of Paulin Hountondji, Kwasi Wiredu, Sophie Oluwole, and Shittu Momoh. It argues that colonialism 

produced a long-standing epistemic hierarchy that delegitimised African intellectual traditions, reduced 

indigenous epistemologies to folklore, and entrenched Eurocentric frameworks within African education. The 

study identifies three interrelated dimensions of epistemic decolonisation: epistemic justice, conceptual autonomy, 

and methodological reconstruction. Beginning with an analysis of epistemic injustice, the paper demonstrates how 

colonial discourse systematically misrepresented African thought as mythical and uncritical. It then explores 

conceptual decolonisation through African languages, proverbs, and indigenous logical systems, showing how 

these provide alternative philosophical frameworks that rival those of Western philosophy. Finally, the paper 

advances the reconstructive programme of African philosophy by highlighting the role of institutions, curricula, 

and African intellectual sovereignty. It concludes by asserting that decolonisation is not merely a political project 

but also a philosophical necessity that requires critique, renewal, and innovation. African philosophy must reclaim 

its epistemic tools, interrogate inherited categories, and affirm its intellectual agency within global philosophical 

discourse. 
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1. Introduction 

The intellectual project of decolonising African knowledge systems remains one of the most urgent 

philosophical tasks of the twenty-first century. Although political colonialism has formally ended, its epistemic 

structures continue to shape African universities, research institutions, curricula, and intellectual sensibilities. 

Colonial domination did not merely impose foreign political authority; it systematically reordered the hierarchy 

of knowledge, privileging Western epistemologies while disqualifying African modes of knowing as irrational, 

mythical, or pre-philosophical (Mudimbe 1988). 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o captures this epistemic devastation through the metaphor of the “cultural bomb,” by 

which colonialism eroded African confidence in their languages, histories, and intellectual traditions, replacing 

them with internalised inferiority and epistemic self-doubt (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o 1986). Colonial education systems 

thus functioned not as neutral sites of learning but as instruments of epistemic reprogramming, training African 

subjects to perceive their own cultures through Eurocentric categories. 

African philosophy emerged in the twentieth century as a critical response to this epistemic displacement. 

Thinkers such as Paulin Hountondji, Kwasi Wiredu, Sophie Oluwole, and Shittu Momoh challenged the 

assumption that philosophy is an exclusively Western enterprise and insisted on Africa’s intellectual agency. Their 

interventions exposed the epistemic violence embedded in colonial scholarship and sought to reconstruct African 

philosophy as a rigorous, reflective, and autonomous discipline (Hountondji 1983). 

This paper argues that the decolonisation of African knowledge systems is fundamentally a philosophical 

task. It requires not only the critique of Eurocentric misrepresentations but also the reconstruction of African 

conceptual worlds as viable frameworks for metaphysics, ethics, epistemology, and environmental thought. The 

discussion proceeds from epistemic injustice to constructive philosophical alternatives grounded in African 

intellectual traditions. 

 

2. Epistemic Injustice and the Denial of African Thought 

Miranda Fricker’s concept of epistemic injustice provides a robust framework for understanding the 

intellectual consequences of colonial domination in Africa. Epistemic injustice, defined as “a wrong done to 

someone specifically in their capacity as a knower,” highlights how power operates not only through political or 

economic coercion but also through the regulation of credibility, meaning, and interpretive authority (Fricker 

2007, 1). Colonialism enacted such injustice on a continental scale by systematically denying Africans recognition 

as legitimate epistemic agents and excluding African conceptual frameworks from philosophy, science, and 

rational inquiry. 

This injustice was not accidental or secondary to colonial rule; it was constitutive of it. Colonial 

domination depended on an epistemic restructuring of the world in which European knowledge systems were 

elevated as universal and objective, while African ways of knowing were relegated to myth, belief, or superstition. 

Colonialism thus functioned as an epistemic regime that predetermined the boundaries of intelligibility itself. 
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Two interrelated forms of epistemic injustice, testimonial injustice and hermeneutical injustice, are 

especially salient in the African context. Testimonial injustice occurred when African voices were assigned a 

credibility deficit simply because of their cultural identity. Hermeneutical injustice arose when Africans were 

denied access to the conceptual resources required to interpret and articulate their own experiences within 

dominant epistemic frameworks (Fricker 2007). 

Colonial education systems institutionalised these injustices by marginalising indigenous languages and 

elevating European languages as the exclusive vehicles of rational thought. Africans were thereby alienated not 

only from their intellectual heritage but also from the conceptual means of self-understanding. 

Valentin-Yves Mudimbe describes this process as the construction of a “colonial library,” an archive 

through which Africa was invented as an object of knowledge rather than recognised as a subject of thought. 

African philosophy was displaced into anthropology, folklore, or religion, reshaping global criteria of knowledge 

recognition in ways that persist today (Mudimbe 1988, 38-46). 

 

2.1 Epistemic Hierarchies and the Architecture of Colonial Knowledge 

Colonial epistemic injustice was sustained through a carefully constructed architecture of knowledge that 

established rigid hierarchies between forms of knowing. Written texts were privileged over oral traditions, 

abstraction over narrative, individual authorship over communal reasoning, and analytic formalism over symbolic 

and analogical modes of thought. These hierarchies functioned less as neutral criteria of rationality than as 

mechanisms of epistemic exclusion (Wiredu 1980). 

Colonial education systems became the principal institutional sites through which these hierarchies were 

reproduced. Philosophy curricula presented European philosophy as the universal history of reason, while African 

metaphysical systems and ethical frameworks were excluded or reclassified under anthropology or religious 

studies. This curricular structure communicated, implicitly and explicitly, that philosophy was something that 

happened elsewhere. 

The consequence was epistemic internalisation. African scholars were trained to evaluate philosophical 

rigor using standards that had already excluded African thought in advance. As Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni 

observes, this condition produces epistemic dependence, whereby African intellectuals unconsciously reproduce 

colonial hierarchies even within postcolonial institutions (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2018). 

Paulin Hountondji conceptualises this condition as extraversion, the outward orientation of African 

intellectual labor toward external validation rather than toward African conceptual needs (Hountondji 1983). 

Under extraversion, African philosophy risks becoming reactive rather than generative, defined by response rather 

than origination. 

The persistence of these hierarchies after political independence demonstrates that epistemic 

decolonisation cannot be achieved merely by recovering indigenous content. It requires dismantling the 

institutional and methodological structures that continue to privilege certain forms of knowledge while 

marginalising others (Mudimbe 1988). 

 

3. Colonialism and the Manufacture of African Irrationality 

One of the most enduring legacies of colonial epistemology is the systematic construction of African 

thought as irrational, pre-logical, and incapable of abstract reasoning. This construction was not a marginal 

misunderstanding but a central ideological mechanism through which colonial domination was justified and 

sustained. By denying Africans full rational subjectivity, colonial philosophy rendered political conquest and 

epistemic dispossession morally intelligible within European intellectual frameworks. 

Colonial discourse did not merely assert cultural difference; it claimed cognitive deficiency. Rationality 

was defined narrowly in terms of European historical experience and then universalised as the standard of human 

reason. African modes of thought, rooted in relational ontology, orality, symbolism, and communal deliberation, 

were judged against criteria they were never meant to satisfy and were consequently declared deficient. 

A paradigmatic articulation of this epistemic violence appears in G. W. F. Hegel’s Lectures on the 

Philosophy of History, where Africa is excluded from history and its peoples are described as lacking self-

consciousness and rational development (Hegel 1956). Such judgments did not merely misrepresent Africa; they 

ontologically erased African peoples from the domain of reasoned agency. 

As Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze has shown, this exclusion was not unique to Hegel but was embedded 

within Enlightenment philosophy itself. Thinkers such as Kant and Hume articulated explicit claims about African 

intellectual inferiority, associating rational autonomy and moral maturity with Europe while portraying Africans 

as governed by instinct or tradition. Reason itself was tacitly racialised (Eze 1997). 

Anthropological discourse further consolidated this construction. Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’s theory of 

“prelogical mentality” classified African reasoning as mystical rather than rational, relocating African thought 

from philosophy into anthropology (Lévy-Bruhl 1926). These classifications migrated into colonial education 

systems and administrative practice, reinforcing a self-validating epistemic circle in which exclusion was cited as 

evidence of deficiency. 
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African intellectuals have long exposed the ideological character of this construction. Chinua Achebe 

argued that colonial representations of Africa revealed more about European psychological needs than about 

African realities. Africa was portrayed as irrational not because it was so, but because such portrayals served as a 

mirror through which Europe defined itself as rational and civilised (Achebe 1975). 

3.1 From Critique to Construction: The Limits of Negative Decolonisation 

While exposing colonial misrepresentations of African rationality is philosophically indispensable, 

critique alone cannot sustain a living intellectual tradition. A philosophy defined exclusively by opposition risks 

remaining reactive, its identity shaped more by what it rejects than by what it affirms. This limitation marks the 

boundary of negative decolonisation (Hountondji 1983). 

Negative decolonisation played a necessary historical role in African philosophy, particularly in refuting 

claims of African irrationality. However, when critique becomes an end in itself, it risks entrenching epistemic 

dependence by allowing colonial paradigms to continue setting the terms of debate (Wiredu 1980). 

Hountondji’s critique of extraversion highlights this danger. Even critical engagements with Western 

philosophy can remain dependent if they fail to generate indigenous conceptual agendas. At the same time, 

constructive decolonisation must avoid romantic traditionalism. As Shittu Momoh insists, tradition must be 

interrogated, not embalmed (Momoh 2000). 

The maturation of African philosophy therefore requires a dialectical movement: critique without 

nihilism and reconstruction without romanticism. Indigenous concepts must be subjected to rigorous philosophical 

analysis, not preserved as untouchable cultural artifacts. Through such reconstruction, African philosophy moves 

from defensive justification to creative affirmation. 

 

4. Paulin Hountondji and the Critique of Ethnophilosophy 

Paulin J. Hountondji’s African Philosophy: Myth and Reality constitute one of the most decisive 

methodological interventions in the decolonisation of African knowledge systems. Written against both colonial 

anthropology and certain early attempts at affirming African philosophy, Hountondji’s critique targets not only 

external misrepresentations of African thought but also internal modes of self-representation that inadvertently 

reproduce epistemic subordination. His work marks a critical turning point by shifting the question from whether 

Africans have philosophy to how philosophy ought to be practiced in Africa (Hountondji 1983). 

Hountondji’s primary object of critique is ethnophilosophy, the tendency to present African philosophy 

as a collective, anonymous worldview embedded in myths, proverbs, cosmologies, and communal beliefs. While 

ethnophilosophy emerged partly as a reaction against colonial denials of African rationality, Hountondji argues 

that it ultimately remains trapped within the colonial epistemic framework it seeks to resist. By treating African 

philosophy as an undifferentiated cultural essence rather than as a critical, discursive practice, ethnophilosophy 

deprives Africans of intellectual agency (Hountondji 1983). 

According to Hountondji, what passes for African philosophy in ethnophilosophical writings is often “a 

foreign discourse about Africa, constructed from the outside and addressed to other outsiders” (Hountondji 1983). 

Even when such discourse affirms African rationality, it does so through categories imposed by missionaries, 

anthropologists, and colonial scholars rather than through the reflective activity of African philosophers 

themselves. Africa thus remains an object of philosophical description rather than a subject of philosophical 

production. 

At the core of Hountondji’s argument is the insistence that philosophy is an activity, not a worldview. 

Philosophy involves argumentation, critique, disagreement, and conceptual innovation undertaken by identifiable 

thinkers who assume responsibility for their claims. A body of beliefs vaguely attributed to “the African mind” or 

“traditional African thought” lacks the essential features of philosophical discourse because it cannot be debated, 

revised, or falsified (Hountondji 1983). 

This collectivisation of African thought has far-reaching epistemic consequences. By portraying African 

philosophy as timeless, consensual, and homogeneous, ethnophilosophy erases internal diversity, intellectual 

conflict, and historical change. Disagreements and competing interpretations within African societies disappear 

beneath a veneer of cultural unanimity. For Hountondji, this erasure constitutes a form of epistemic violence that 

freezes African thought into an inert cultural artifact (Hountondji 1983). 

Hountondji’s critique is methodological rather than substantive. Myths, proverbs, oral narratives, and 

religious practices are not philosophically worthless; they may serve as rich sources for philosophical inquiry. 

Their philosophical value emerges only when they are subjected to critical reconstruction, when implicit 

assumptions are made explicit, coherence is examined, and implications are debated. Without this mediation, the 

attribution of philosophy to culture remains conceptually confused (Hountondji 1983). 

Hountondji’s intervention thus reframes the problem of decolonisation. The task is not merely to affirm 

that Africans have philosophy, but to insist that African philosophy must be practiced as philosophy, through 

rigorous reasoning, conceptual clarity, and methodological self-consciousness. Any approach that denies Africans 

the status of philosophers, even under the guise of cultural celebration, perpetuates epistemic dependency 

(Hountondji 1983). 
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4.1 Intellectual Sovereignty and the Question of Method 

Hountondji’s critique of ethnophilosophy leads directly to the question of intellectual sovereignty, the 

capacity of African philosophers to define their own questions, concepts, and methods without subordination to 

external epistemic authorities. Intellectual sovereignty is not merely thematic; it is fundamentally methodological. 

It concerns who sets the standards of philosophical legitimacy and how rationality itself is defined (Hountondji 

1983). 

Colonial epistemology imposed not only foreign content but also foreign standards of rationality. Formal 

abstraction, analytic logic, and written exposition were treated as the exclusive markers of philosophical rigor, 

while narrative reasoning, proverb-based argumentation, dialogical inquiry, and symbolic thought were dismissed 

as pre-philosophical. These hierarchies did not arise from neutral philosophical reflection but from the historical 

dominance of European intellectual traditions (Mudimbe 1988). 

Within African academic institutions, this methodological inheritance continues to exert influence. 

African philosophers are often trained to demonstrate rigor by conforming to imported argumentative styles even 

when such styles are poorly suited to African ontological assumptions. As a result, African philosophy risks 

reproducing colonial epistemic structures at the level of method, even when it explicitly rejects colonial content. 

Shittu Oladimeji Momoh challenges this methodological monoculture by insisting that African 

philosophy must legitimate its own modes of rational inquiry. Method, Momoh argues, is never neutral; it reflects 

underlying ontological commitments about reality, personhood, and knowledge. To adopt Western methods 

uncritically is therefore to import Western metaphysical assumptions, such as atomistic individualism, that may 

be incompatible with African relational worldviews (Momoh 2000). 

African modes of reasoning often operate through contextual rationality, where meaning emerges 

through application rather than formal deduction. Proverbs function as compressed arguments whose validity 

unfolds within concrete situations. Oral deliberations in councils and assemblies exhibit standards of coherence, 

moral accountability, and communal justification even if these standards are not formalised symbolically. 

Methodological decolonisation, therefore, does not entail the abandonment of rigor but its redefinition. 

Rigor must be understood in terms of explanatory adequacy, internal coherence, moral intelligibility, and 

ontological integration. Innocent Asouzu’s philosophy of complementarity exemplifies this reorientation by 

proposing a metaphysical logic that prioritises relational coherence over binary exclusion (Oluwole 2014; Asouzu 

2007). 

 

5. Language and Conceptual Decolonisation 

Kwasi Wiredu’s project of conceptual decolonisation represents one of the most systematic responses to 

the epistemic distortions produced by colonial modernity. At the center of Wiredu’s intervention is the claim that 

many philosophical problems arise from the uncritical transfer of concepts across linguistic and cultural 

boundaries. When African philosophers adopt Western philosophical categories without interrogating their 

conceptual genealogy, they risk misrepresenting African realities and reproducing epistemic dependence (Wiredu 

1980). 

For Wiredu, language is not a neutral medium for expressing pre-existing ideas; it is a conceptual 

framework that encodes a people’s metaphysical assumptions, moral priorities, and epistemic orientations. 

Philosophical reflection is therefore always linguistically situated. Authentic African philosophy requires thinking 

through African languages, not merely translating African ideas into European tongues (Wiredu 1996). 

Colonial education systems treated European languages as transparent vehicles of rationality while 

relegating African languages to the status of vernaculars incapable of abstraction. Wiredu rejects this assumption 

by arguing that abstraction is always linguistically mediated and that claims to universality must be earned through 

conceptual clarification rather than imposed through linguistic dominance (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o 1986). 

Conceptual decolonisation involves examining imported philosophical categories to determine whether 

they distort indigenous experience. Where distortion occurs, African philosophers must retrieve indigenous 

concepts, refine them through analysis, and reconstruct them as vehicles of philosophical argument. This process 

does not reject Western philosophy; it subjects it to the same critical scrutiny that Western philosophy applies to 

itself (Wiredu 1996). 

Wiredu illustrates this method through his analysis of the Akan concept of onipa (person). In much 

Western philosophy, personhood is grounded in rational autonomy or self-consciousness. By contrast, onipa 

denotes a moral achievement realised through ethical conduct and social responsibility. Personhood is thus 

normative and relational rather than merely biological or cognitive (Wiredu 1992). 

A similar ontological orientation appears in Igbo metaphysical language. The term mmadu (human being) 

conveys the idea of a “visible spirit,” signaling an ontology in which the material and the spiritual are mutually 

implicative. To translate mmadu simply as “man” is to evacuate it of its metaphysical depth and ethical resonance 

(Asouzu 2007). 

Sophie Oluwole extends Wiredu’s project by challenging the assumption that philosophy requires 

writing. Through her study of the Ifa corpus, she demonstrates that oral traditions contain systematic metaphysics, 
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epistemology, and logic articulated through dialogical and symbolic reasoning. The absence of writing does not 

imply the absence of abstraction or rigor (Oluwole 2014). 

Conceptual decolonisation, therefore, is not cultural retreat but philosophical renewal. By thinking 

through African languages and conceptual schemes, African philosophy contributes original perspectives to global 

discourse grounded in epistemic self-respect and intellectual sovereignty (Hountondji 1994). 

 

6. African Proverbs and Oral Traditions as Epistemic Resources 

African proverbs and oral traditions constitute one of the most enduring and philosophically sophisticated 

repositories of indigenous African knowledge. Contrary to colonial assumptions that equated philosophy 

exclusively with written abstraction, African oral traditions function as structured epistemic systems through 

which metaphysical, ethical, social, and ecological knowledge is generated, transmitted, and evaluated. To dismiss 

these traditions as mere folklore is to misunderstand both their form and their function within African intellectual 

life (Mbiti 1969). 

Proverbs, in particular, operate as condensed philosophical arguments. They do not merely embellish 

speech; they guide judgment, resolve conflict, regulate conduct, and articulate ontological assumptions about 

reality. Within African societies, proverbs are deployed as authoritative epistemic resources in communal 

deliberation, judicial processes, moral education, and environmental governance. Their authority derives not from 

individual authorship but from communal validation across generations, reflecting an epistemology in which 

knowledge is relational, dialogical, and historically grounded (Gyekye 1997). 

Charles J. Ekwealo aptly characterises African proverbs as “compressed codes of moral reasoning,” 

emphasising that they encode coherent ethical frameworks rather than isolated moral sentiments. Proverbs 

function analogously to axioms or first principles within Western philosophical systems: they establish normative 

starting points from which practical reasoning proceeds. Their brevity does not indicate conceptual simplicity but 

rather semantic density, requiring contextual interpretation and experiential wisdom for proper application 

(Ekwealo 1980). 

Colonial epistemology systematically misread this form of reasoning. Because proverbs do not conform 

to the formal structure of deductive argumentation, they were dismissed as metaphorical, poetic, or pre-logical. 

This dismissal reflects a narrow conception of rationality that privileges formal abstraction over contextual 

reasoning. Yet reasoning embedded in proverbs exhibits criteria of coherence, relevance, consistency, and moral 

adequacy, even if these criteria are not articulated symbolically (Hallen and Sodipo 1997). 

The epistemic authority of African proverbs also challenges the modern Western privileging of 

individual cognition over communal intelligence. In many African societies, knowledge is not treated as private 

intellectual property but as a shared resource cultivated through dialogue and social participation. Proverbs gain 

their force through collective memory and communal endorsement, embodying what may be described as 

communal rationality. This form of rationality does not negate individual reflection; rather, it situates individual 

judgment within a wider moral and epistemic horizon (Gyekye 1997). 

6.1 Proverbs as Compressed Metaphysical and Ethical Arguments 

The Igbo proverb Egbe bere, Ugo bere, nke si ibe ya ebena, nku kwaa ya (“Let the kite perch, let the 

eagle perch; if either denies the other, may its wings break”) exemplifies the philosophical depth of African 

proverbial thought. Ontologically, the proverb affirms a pluralistic and relational conception of being: existence 

is shared, and no being possesses an exclusive claim to space, survival, or flourishing. Being is not competitive 

by nature; it is co-constituted through mutual recognition. 

Ethically, the proverb articulates justice as restraint rather than domination. Moral wrongdoing consists 

not merely in causing harm but in denying the legitimacy of others’ existence. Within Igbo moral cosmology, 

such denial constitutes a violation of the moral order upheld by Ala, the earth deity and custodian of justice. Ethical 

transgression is therefore inseparable from metaphysical disorder (Uzukwu 1982). 

This integration of ontology and ethics distinguishes African proverbial reasoning from moral theories 

that treat ethics as externally imposed norms. In the Igbo worldview, moral rules emerge from the structure of 

reality itself. To act unjustly is to disrupt cosmic balance, attracting consequences that are not arbitrary 

punishments but ontological repercussions. Proverbs thus function as implicit metaphysical laws governing both 

social and ecological relations. 

Yoruba proverbs articulate similar philosophical depth. Iwa l’ewa (“Character is beauty”) grounds value 

in ethical comportment rather than physical appearance or social status, while Àjọṣe ni agbara (“Cooperation is 

strength”) expresses a metaphysics of interdependence that rejects atomistic individualism. These proverbs encode 

normative ontologies in which moral excellence and communal flourishing are mutually reinforcing (Gbadegesin 

1991). 

6.2 Oral Traditions as Epistemic Maps 

Beyond proverbs, African oral traditions, including Yoruba Ifa, Igbo Omenani, Akan moral narratives, 

praise poetry, and ritual discourse, constitute integrated epistemic systems. These traditions provide explanatory 

frameworks for causality, misfortune, moral responsibility, and human destiny. They function as epistemic maps 
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that orient communities in navigating existential uncertainty, social conflict, and environmental vulnerability 

(Oluwole 1987). 

Sophie Oluwole has demonstrated that the exclusion of such traditions from philosophy reflects a 

colonial hierarchy of knowledge rather than an absence of rational structure. Oral traditions contain classificatory 

schemes, inferential patterns, and normative criteria that perform functions analogous to those of written 

philosophical systems. The difference lies in mode of transmission, not in epistemic legitimacy (Okpewho 1992). 

Oral epistemologies emphasise performative and dialogical dimensions of knowledge. Knowledge is 

enacted through storytelling, ritual reenactment, and communal deliberation rather than abstract exposition. This 

performative dimension situates theory within lived experience, ensuring that philosophy remains connected to 

practice rather than detached speculation (Asouzu 2007). 

6.3 Communal Rationality and Dialogical Knowledge 

African oral epistemologies foreground communal rationality as a foundational mode of knowing. 

Knowledge emerges through collective deliberation, village councils, age-grade assemblies, lineage meetings, and 

ritual consultations, rather than through solitary reflection alone. Arguments are evaluated not solely by abstract 

consistency but by their capacity to sustain harmony, justice, and communal continuity. 

The Igbo proverb I bu anyi ndanda (“No load is too heavy for ants when they work together”) captures 

this epistemology succinctly. Rationality is distributed, corrective, and participatory. Errors are identified through 

dialogue; wisdom emerges through consensus-building rather than adversarial debate (Usukwu 1982). 

Recognising African proverbs and oral traditions as epistemic resources therefore requires a 

reconfiguration of philosophical criteria. Rationality must be understood not only in terms of formal abstraction 

but also in terms of contextual adequacy, moral coherence, and ontological integration. When evaluated on these 

terms, African oral traditions emerge not as pre-philosophical remnants but as philosophically robust systems 

capable of contributing to global epistemology. 

 

7. Egbe Bere, Ugo Bere as a Metaphysico-Ethical Principle 

The Igbo maxim Egbe bere, Ugo bere can be developed into a comprehensive metaphysico-ethical 

principle grounded in Igbo ontology and moral cosmology. Far from being a mere moral injunction, the proverb 

articulates a fundamental vision of reality in which being itself is relational, participatory, and normatively 

ordered. It expresses an ontological commitment to coexistence and an ethical rejection of domination as a 

violation of the structure of reality (Oguejiofor 2001). 

At the metaphysical level, Egbe bere, Ugo bere presupposes that existence is not competitive by nature. 

Being is not conceived as a scarce resource to be monopolised but as a shared field in which multiple entities, 

human and non-human, co-inhabit space legitimately. This stands in sharp contrast to metaphysical assumptions 

underlying modern Western individualism, where flourishing is often achieved at the expense of others. 

Ethically, the proverb articulates justice as restraint rather than domination. Moral failure consists not 

merely in causing harm but in denying the right of others to exist and flourish. The curse embedded in the proverb, 

nku kwaa ya (“may its wings break”), is not an arbitrary sanction but an ontological consequence. One who 

violates the principle of coexistence undermines the conditions of their own being. Justice is therefore immanent 

to reality rather than externally imposed. 

This integration of ontology and ethics distinguishes Egbe bere, Ugo bere from moral theories that treat 

ethical norms as detachable from metaphysical commitments. In Igbo thought, moral order reflects cosmic order. 

To act unjustly is to disrupt balance sustained by Ala, ancestors, and communal life, thereby inviting ontological 

repercussions (Tangwa 2006). 

7.1 Environmental Ontology and Moral Reciprocity 

Igbo metaphysics conceives reality as a dynamic interaction of visible and invisible forces ordered under 

Chukwu and mediated through Ala, chi, ancestors, and communal norms. Within this framework, the environment 

is not inert matter but a morally charged reality. Land, forests, rivers, and animals participate in the moral order 

of the cosmos and are protected by ritual, taboo, and customary law. Environmental degradation is therefore a 

moral and metaphysical violation (Afigbo 1981). 

Practices such as indiscriminate deforestation or pollution of water sources are traditionally understood 

as nso Ala, abominations against the earth. Such acts demand restitution because they disrupt cosmic balance and 

threaten communal well-being. This conception contrasts sharply with extractivist models that treat nature as raw 

material devoid of intrinsic value. 

In my doctoral work, I argue that Egbe bere, Ugo bere constitutes an indigenous ecological philosophy 

offering a metaphysico-ethical alternative to dominant anthropocentric paradigms. Rather than extending moral 

concern outward from the human subject, the principle begins from an ontology in which humans are already 

embedded within a web of reciprocal relations involving land, animals, ancestors, and spiritual forces (Eke 2025, 

chapter 4). 
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7.2 Critique of Anthropocentrism and Domination 

Egbe bere, Ugo bere carries an implicit critique of anthropocentrism. Modern moral philosophy often 

grounds value in rational autonomy or cognitive capacity, thereby marginalising non-human beings. By contrast, 

Igbo metaphysics locates value in participation within the shared order of being. Humans do not confer value on 

nature; they recognise value already present within a relational ontology (Rolston 1988). 

The principle also carries political implications. Domination, whether ecological, economic, or social, is 

ontologically self-defeating. A social order that denies others the right to “perch” ultimately destabilises itself. 

Justice, sustainability, and coexistence thus emerge as mutually reinforcing dimensions of a single metaphysico-

ethical vision. 

By reconstructing Egbe bere, Ugo bere as a philosophical principle rather than a cultural slogan, African 

philosophy demonstrates its capacity for abstraction, critique, and innovation. Indigenous African concepts, when 

subjected to rigorous philosophical reconstruction, are shown to generate frameworks capable of addressing both 

local and global crises. 

 

8. Implications for African Philosophy and Global Discourse 

The decolonisation of African knowledge systems has far-reaching implications not only for African 

philosophy as an academic discipline but also for the structure and future direction of global philosophical 

discourse. If decolonisation is to move beyond critique and become a productive intellectual force, it must translate 

epistemic recovery into institutional transformation, methodological renewal, and theoretical innovation. African 

philosophy cannot remain satisfied with exposing Eurocentric bias; it must reconfigure how philosophy itself is 

practiced, taught, evaluated, and circulated (Gyekye 1995). 

At the disciplinary level, epistemic decolonisation challenges inherited assumptions about what counts 

as philosophy. For centuries, philosophy has been implicitly defined through Western historical trajectories, 

conceptual vocabularies, and methodological preferences. African philosophy disrupts this narrow self-

understanding by demonstrating that rigorous metaphysical, ethical, and epistemological reflection has emerged 

in multiple cultural contexts, employing diverse modes of reasoning. To recognise African philosophy fully is 

therefore not an act of charitable inclusion but a redefinition of philosophy’s own conceptual boundaries. 

Decolonisation also compels African philosophers to rethink the question of audience. Much African 

philosophical writing has historically been oriented toward Western academic validation, often at the expense of 

addressing African social realities. While global engagement remains necessary, epistemic sovereignty requires 

that African philosophy prioritise African historical experiences, moral crises, ecological challenges, and 

existential questions without seeking external authorisation. Philosophy must speak first to the conditions from 

which it arises before it can meaningfully address the world (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2018). 

8.1 Curriculum Reform and the Reconfiguration of Philosophical Education 

One of the most urgent implications of epistemic decolonisation concerns curriculum reform within 

African universities. Despite decades of critical scholarship, many philosophy curricula across Africa remain 

structurally Eurocentric. Students typically receive extensive training in ancient Greek philosophy, medieval 

scholasticism, and modern European thought, while African philosophy appears as a marginal or introductory 

topic. This curricular imbalance reproduces colonial epistemic hierarchies at the level of pedagogy and normalises 

the assumption that philosophy is essentially Western. 

Curriculum reform must therefore be structural rather than additive. It is insufficient to append African 

philosophy to an otherwise unchanged syllabus. African metaphysics, ethics, epistemology, and social philosophy 

must be treated as foundational traditions with their own internal debates, conceptual problems, and 

methodological standards. Students should encounter African philosophy not merely as a reaction to Western 

thought but as an autonomous field capable of generating original questions and theories. 

Such reform also requires challenging the assumption that philosophy follows a single linear historical 

trajectory beginning in Greece and culminating in Europe. A genuinely plural philosophical curriculum recognises 

multiple genealogies of reason, each responding to distinct historical experiences. Decolonising the curriculum, 

therefore, is not an act of cultural nationalism but an epistemic correction aimed at restoring balance to 

philosophical education (Ramose 1999). 

8.2 Linguistic Plurality and Epistemic Justice 

Another decisive implication of decolonising African knowledge systems is the affirmation of linguistic 

plurality as a condition for epistemic justice. African philosophy conducted exclusively in colonial languages risks 

conceptual distortion, as indigenous categories are forced into linguistic frameworks that cannot fully capture their 

metaphysical density. As both Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o and Kwasi Wiredu have argued, language is not merely a 

neutral medium of expression; it is a carrier of ontology, value, and worldview (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o 1986; Wiredu 

1996). 

Indigenous African languages encode philosophical insights that resist direct translation. Concepts such 

as chi, Ala, ubuntu, ayanmo, and suban pa are not reducible to Western metaphysical categories without 

significant loss of meaning. When African philosophy is articulated solely in English or French, these concepts 
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often appear opaque or metaphorical, not because they lack coherence, but because they are interpreted through 

alien conceptual grids. 

Epistemic justice therefore demands institutional support for philosophical research conducted in African 

languages. This does not require abandoning global languages or international dialogue; rather, it affirms that 

African languages are legitimate media of theory construction, not merely objects of anthropological study. A 

genuinely plural global philosophy must accommodate multiple linguistic foundations of rational inquiry (Hallen 

2000). 

8.3 African Philosophy and Global Epistemic Pluralism 

At the global level, African philosophy contributes decisively to epistemic pluralism, the recognition that 

human understanding emerges from multiple intellectual traditions rather than a single civilisational source. 

Global philosophy has long universalised Western categories such as individualism, linear progress, instrumental 

rationality, and human dominance over nature. African philosophy challenges these assumptions by offering 

alternative ontologies grounded in relationality, complementarity, and moral ecology (Asouzu 2007). 

Indigenous African principles such as Egbe Bere, Ugo Bere, Ubuntu, and Ibuanyidanda articulate visions 

of coexistence that resist zero-sum models of existence. These frameworks reject domination, whether social, 

political, or ecological, and affirm mutual accommodation as a condition of flourishing. In an era marked by 

climate crisis, social fragmentation, and epistemic exclusion, such relational ontologies offer conceptual resources 

that dominant paradigms often lack. 

African philosophy thus enters global discourse not as a peripheral tradition seeking recognition, but as 

a source of theoretical innovation. It challenges the presumption that philosophical universality must be grounded 

in European experience and instead proposes a dialogical universality, one that emerges through sustained 

engagement among multiple epistemic worlds (Diagne 2011). 

8.4 From Margins to Centers of Theory Production 

A fully decolonised African philosophy must also reject the marginal position historically assigned to 

African thought within global academia. Too often, African philosophy is invited into international conversations 

only as an object of comparison or as a corrective supplement to Western theory. Decolonisation requires 

repositioning Africa as a center of theory production rather than a peripheral respondent. 

This repositioning demands confidence in conceptual originality. African philosophers must resist the 

impulse to legitimise their work through constant reference to Western authorities. Indigenous concepts, when 

subjected to rigorous philosophical analysis, possess internal coherence and explanatory power sufficient to stand 

on their own terms. Comparative philosophy remains valuable, but it must be dialogical rather than hierarchical 

(Hountondji 2002). 

The systematic development of Egbe Bere, Ugo Bere as a metaphysico-ethical principle exemplifies this 

shift. By transforming an indigenous Igbo maxim into a structured framework for ethics, ecology, and justice, 

African philosophy demonstrates its capacity for abstraction, critique, and innovation, hallmarks of philosophical 

rigor. 

 

9. Decolonisation as a Continuous Philosophical Responsibility 

Decolonisation, properly understood, is not a completed historical episode nor a finite academic project. 

It is a continuous philosophical responsibility that must be sustained through critical vigilance, conceptual 

renewal, and intellectual courage. While the formal structures of colonial rule have largely been dismantled, their 

epistemic afterlives persist in subtle yet powerful forms, through globalisation, digital capitalism, academic 

gatekeeping, and inherited standards of philosophical legitimacy. These forces reproduce hierarchies of 

knowledge that privilege Euro-American paradigms while marginalising indigenous epistemic traditions. 

African philosophy, therefore, cannot afford complacency. The task of decolonisation must be 

rearticulated for each historical moment, because domination increasingly operates through epistemic rather than 

overtly political mechanisms. Power today is exercised not only through economic or military means but through 

the control of archives, discourses, curricula, and regimes of truth that determine whose knowledge counts as 

authoritative and whose is rendered invisible. As Achille Mbembe has argued, contemporary power is deeply 

invested in the regulation of meaning, memory, and intellectual visibility (Mbembe, 2001). 

Decolonisation, in this sense, is not merely reactive. It is a forward-looking philosophical discipline that 

insists on Africa’s right to define the terms, priorities, and horizons of its own intellectual life. Without this 

sustained philosophical responsibility, African philosophy risks reproducing colonial structures of thought even 

while rhetorically opposing them. 

9.1 Decolonisation in the Age of Globalisation and Digital Capitalism 

Globalisation has reshaped the terrain of knowledge production in deeply ambivalent ways. Digital 

technologies have increased access to scholarly resources and facilitated global exchange, yet they have also 

intensified epistemic homogenisation. Dominant paradigms circulate as universal standards, while alternative 

traditions are pressured to conform to externally defined metrics of relevance and rigor. Digital capitalism 
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amplifies this imbalance through citation indices, journal rankings, and algorithmic visibility (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 

and Sabelo, 2018). 

African philosophy risks being recognised only insofar as it conforms to global academic markets. 

Decolonisation therefore involves reclaiming the right to set philosophical agendas grounded in African historical 

experiences, existential concerns, and moral horizons rather than adapting uncritically to global trends. 

9.2 The Tripartite Task of Living Decolonisation 

To remain a living philosophical project rather than a rhetorical slogan, decolonisation must be 

understood as a tripartite task: preservation, critical reconstruction, and innovation. 

9.2.1 Preserving Indigenous Epistemic Resources 

Preservation is an act of epistemic justice aimed at recovering what colonial reason sought to erase. 

Indigenous resources, proverbs, myths, rituals, ecological knowledge, and metaphysical concepts, encode 

relational ontologies and communal ethics that challenge dominant paradigms. Concepts such as Egbe Bere, Ugo 

Bere, Ubuntu, and Ibuanyidanda remain philosophically potent when subjected to rigorous analysis (Asouzu, 

2007). 

9.2.2 Critical Reconstruction for Contemporary Relevance 

Preservation alone is insufficient. As Kwasi Wiredu insists, tradition must be interrogated, not 

embalmed. African philosophy must reinterpret its intellectual heritage in light of contemporary challenges, 

distinguishing enduring insights from historically contingent practices. 

9.2.3 Innovation and Theoretical Creativity 

The final task is innovation. African philosophy must generate original theories capable of addressing 

global challenges. The reconstruction of Egbe Bere, Ugo Bere as a metaphysico-ethical framework for eco-

sustainability exemplifies this creative potential, positioning African philosophy as a producer rather than a 

respondent in global discourse. 

9.3 Decolonisation Beyond the Academy 

Decolonisation cannot remain confined to academic philosophy. It must shape education, public 

discourse, and policy. Curriculum reform and language policy are central, but so is self-critique. Indigenous 

traditions must remain open to dialogue, revision, and growth. 

9.4 Conclusion: Decolonisation as a Living Philosophical Project 

Decolonisation is not a destination but a discipline. It is a sustained commitment to thinking critically 

from within African epistemic worlds while engaging global philosophy on equal terms. Through preservation, 

critical reconstruction, and innovation, African philosophy affirms its intellectual sovereignty and its future as a 

dynamic and indispensable tradition of human thought. 
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