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Abstract
The  objection  that  African  philosophy  should  not  be  done  in
African  languages  is  refutable.  The  Eurocentric  scholars  have
argued against doing or projecting African philosophy in African
languages on so many fronts. This work aims to review some of the
key  arguments  advanced  and  argue  a  case  for  the  relevance  of
African philosophy in African languages. Hence, this work adopts
the method of hermeneutic to argue that in other to surmount the
worries of  the Eurocentrics,  a linguist who has interrogated the
ontological  suggestiveness  of  his  own language should assist  in
translating works done in African languages to other languages
using  Richard  Grandy’s  methodological  principle  of  humanity
which  is  a  refinement of  the  methodological  principle  of  charity
which Quine accepts and Davidson corroborated. 

Keywords:  Language,  African  Philosophy,  Eurocentric,  Principles  of
Charity and Humanity
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1.0 Introduction 
We have argued elsewhere that African philosophy should be done

in  African  languages.i What  informed  this  conclusion  was  Quine’s
doctrine of indeterminacy of translations. In that work, we gave a subtle
defence of African philosophy in African languages, delineating the key
arguments into two camps – Afrocentric and Eurocentric. The aim of this
paper is to refute the Eurocentric school of thoughts (those who think it is
impossible to do African philosophy in African languages) insistence that
African philosophy in African languages will lose its flavor, relevance and
internationality if done in African languages. My approach is to provide a
method  of  translating  works  in  African  languages  to  non  African
languages.  This  method,  which  we  find  in  Richard  Grandy’s
methodological principle of humanity (hereafter referred to as PH) which
is  a refinement of  the principle of  charity (hereafter referred to  as PC)
accepted by W.V Quine and corroborated by Donald Davidson (Quine’s
student). It is argued here that the methodological principle of humanity
must  be  properly  utilized  by  a  linguist  who  has  interrogated  the
ontological  suggestiveness  of  his  own  language.  The  purpose  of  this
interrogation was well  articulated by Adesina Afolayan  when he noted
that  the  linguist  must  proceed  first  by  interrogating  the  ontological
suggestiveness of his own language, at least to be sure that he would not
be unwittingly foisting his linguistic categories of thought on the language
he is trying to translate.

Thus, this work proffers answer to such questions Kai Kresse asked
Kwasi Wiredu that “does not the language problem linked to the project
of an intercultural dialogue… Could you sketch out possibilities of how
the  language  problem  in  the  project  of  such  an  intercultural  dialogue
could be surmounted?”ii 

2.0 African Philosophy in African Languages: Key Issues 
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The projection of African philosophy in African languages has not
gone down well with some scholars. Ngugi wa Thiang’O himself notes
that  the  objectives  of  writing  in  African  languages  are  far  from being
realized due to several grave problems. He writes:

Writing in  African  languages  has  many difficulties
and  problems.  Problem  of  literacy.  Problems  of
publishing.  Problem  of  lack  of  a  critical  tradition.
Problems of  orthography.  Problems of  having very
many  languages  in  the  same country.  Problems  of
hostile  government  with  a  colonized  mentality.
Abandonment  by  some  of  those  who  could  have
brought  their  genius  –  demonstrated  by  their
excellent  performance  in  foreign  languages  –  to
develop their own languages.iii

Sanya Osha lamented that “even Ngugi himself has not found a way to
circumvent these numerous problems”iv and this, in his opinion, remains
the greatest shortcoming of Ngugi’s theory of decolonization. 
Godwin Azenabor, on his part, examines the argument that most African
languages are not taught in schools, especially in Nigerian schools, and
where taught, they are taught in colonial languages. On this premise, he
concludes that “right from the onset, the scholar cannot really grasp the
understanding and mastery of local languages enough to enable him to
put it to writing for education purposes.”v

According to Azenabor, another reason why African language cannot be
used in African philosophy is because most African languages are local,
whereas philosophy is  an international study.  Hence African languages
cannot pass the mark of discussing some ideas such as esoteric concepts.
That  the  question  of  writing  African  philosophy  in  African  languages
poses a linguistic trap”.vi This means that until there is unity in Africa to
make it possible to realize the idea of continental lingua franca, we cannot
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use African language in African philosophy. This same line of thinking
appears  in  Alena  Rettova,  when  he  writes  that:  “propagating  African
languages is only possible if there are the means to do it. But even then,
there is the large number of African languages: which are we to choose?”vii

He argued further that African languages are underdeveloped, lack the
vocabulary  to  express  realities  of  modern  life.  However,  some  foreign
languages, for instance, English language have the advantage of having
large number of speakers and intellectuals. The lack of writing in African
languages is the main obstacle to writing African philosophy in African
languages  and  to  a  more  effective  elaboration  of  the  philosophical
thoughts contained in folk wisdom. Creating a written tradition in African
languages is, we believe, one possible solution to fortifying the position of
African languages in philosophy and, by means of this, to an enhancement
of the knowledge of African philosophical concepts in philosophy. 
Some scholars have also argued that instead of abandoning the English
language,  we  ought  to  confront  it.  After  all  most  advocates  of  the
ethnocentric  and  indigenization  program,  such  as  conceptual
decolonization still  write  in  English and other  foreign languages,  thus,
making  their  position  to  be  self  refuting  since  they  are  promoting
Eurocentrism  which  they  seems  to  be  objecting  to.   Scholars  such  as
Cyprian Ekwensi argued that English language can carry the authentic
idiom of African language but that critics must apply universal principles
of  criticism.viii As  we  already  noted  above,  Azenabor  observes  that
“African  philosophy  is  not  alone  in  the  use  of  foreign  languages  to
communicate  in  African  Studies.  There  are  other  disciplines  such  as
African history, African literature, etc., which are still being written and
communicated  in  English  and  French.  Why  then  should  that  of
philosophy be different?”ix He argues further that we need not write in
African languages in order to write authentic African philosophy; rather
what we need is to express our thoughts in a language that is universally
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understandable and intelligible and avoid foreign categories and models.
Mazrui and Mazrui (in Adeyemi Ademowo) has this to say 

… No country has ascended a first rank technologically
and  economic  power  by  excessive   dependence   on
foreign  languages.  Japan  rose  to  dazzling  industrial
heights  by  scientificating  the  Japanese  language  and
making it the medium of its own industrialization… Can
Africa  ever  take-off  technologically  if  it  remains  so
overwhelmingly  dependent  on  European  languages  for
discourse on advance learning?  Can Africa look  to  the
future  if  it  is  not  adequately sensitive to the cultural
past?x

In  his  own  opinion,  Ademowo  noted  that  “the  ‘so-called  language  of
science in many African countries is colonial, foreign, languages, English,
French, Portuguese, etc. The mother tongue despite its proven ability in
enhancing cognitive understanding is not prioritized in learning.”xi What
Ademowo  has  in  mind  is  to  develop  an  African  Languages  Scientific
Manual using what he called the Pragmatic Approximation just the way
we have in Japan.  
 Some scholars has also expressed worries that if they wrote in african
languages their works will never be read. In an interview with Kai Kresse,
Kwasi Wiredu witty remarked that

we fear that we am not as important as NGUGI, so that
if  we wrote texts  in Akan we do not think anybody
would  be  going  to  translate  them…  somebody  like
NGUGI is perhaps a special case. He is so important
that if he writes something, somebody will appear and
translate it. But if it is not translated, it is going to be a
closed  book  to  you,  to  all  non-Gikuyu  speakers,  to
people in Ghana and most other places. So it seems to
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me  that  what  you  are  proposing  is  simply  just  not
practicable. 

The  worries  of  most  Eurocentric  scholars,  in  my  diagnosis  and
review of their works seem to be that their works will not be read and as
such it will lack relevance. While, Wiredu does not see the possibility of
having Africa lingua franca given his reservation that there is a possibility
for that language to become like a foreign language, scholars like Wole
Soyinka seems to advocate Swahili as a lingua franca for Africa. Above all,
Akin  Makinde  articulated  the  requirement  for  an  African  continental
language which today is as utopia as the idea of Plato’s World of Forms.
Hence,  in  the  next  section,  we  will  provide  a  case  for  cross  cultural
understanding through translations. 
 
3.0 The Principle of Humanity: A subtle case for translations

Flipping through Quine’s works, one doctrine keep reoccurring, the
indeterminacy of translation thesis. Quine who gave an auto-critique of
meanings  in  translations  built  a  system  where  his  entire  philosophy
revolves  around  this  thesis  such  that  even  his  underdetermination  of
physical theory is also an offshoot of this doctrine. Quine continued his
emphasizes and reasons for the indeterminacy of translations because of
his  stout  belief  that  two  linguists  may  translate  the  languages  of  a
foreigner  and  the  two  manuals  created  may  be  equivalent  to  the
behavioural  patterns  of  the  foreigner  but  never  compatible  with  each
other.
These jungle linguists, as Quine sees them are mostly radical translators
since, unaided by any prior translations, they have to start from the scratch
(Ref.  Word And Object) (consider Quine’s Gavagai  example)  which has
resulted in the linguist unwittingly imposing his categories of thought on
the foreigner. 
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This  Quine’s  view  has  informed  my  conclusion  that  African
philosophy  should  be  done  in  African  languages  so  as  to  account  for
meaningfulness  and correctness.  However,  what  remains  of  the  fate  of
African philosophy if done in African languages, will it be read, will it still
be  relevant  to  non  Africans  or  those  who  cannot  read  in  African
languages? To go beyond these worries, we will now propose the principle
of humanity which is a refined principle of charity. 
What then are the principles of charity and humanity and how does it
serve as a viable tool for the relevance of African philosophy in African
languages?  

The principle of charity (PC) was formulated by Donald Davidson
(1917-2003) in his essays, one of which is On the Very idea of a Conceptual
Scheme. According to Nathaniel Goldberg, Davidson “introduces PC as a
methodological principle in semantics… a radical translator needs to use
PC to construct a Tarski-style theory of truth for an alien’s language…”xii

In this, translation under PC, an alien “means by a particular utterance
whatever such a theory entails that she would mean by it, and believes
whatever is necessary that she be taken to believe in order to construct
such a theory of meaning in the first place”xiii  

In Davidson’s own words
Charity  in  interpreting  the  words  and thoughts  of
others  is  unavoidable  in  another  direction  as  well:
just as we must maximize agreement, or risk not making
sense  of  what  the  alien  is  talking  about,  so  we  must
maximize the self-consistency we attribute to him, on
pain of not understanding him.xiv [italics mine]

By  maximizing  agreement,  Davidson  meant  that  an  interpreter  must
interpret  the  foreigner  in  the  most  rational  way  possible.  Elementary
features of this PC according to Davidson are two other principles - The
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Principle  of  Coherence  and  the  principle  of  Correspondence.   Quine
himself accepts PC when he writes in his Word and Object that 

The maxim of translation underlying all  this  is  that
assertions  startingly  false  on  the  face  of  them  are
likely to turn on hidden differences of language.xv

Quine and Davidson were interested in what a speaker means rather than
his believes  although Davidson latter  disagree with Quine’s  distinction
between observational sentences and theoretical sentences.

As  elaborated  by  Eli  Dresner  (2011),  however,  Davidson's
interpreter is faced with a foreigner,  and on the basis of his observable
behavior  (both  linguistic  and  otherwise)  must  assign  content  to  this
foreigner's utterances.xvi 

Davidson in corroboration with Quine’s  view in Two Dogmas of
Empiricism, argued in his On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme that
to assume that language acquires content by organizing raw material is
the “third dogma of empiricism”.  Hence the view that it  is  possible to
have a  conceptual  scheme which cannot  be translated from one to  the
other, that is to say, some conceptual schemes are incommensurable, is ill-
founded. Ernest Lepore and Kirk Ludwig (2004) also elaborated this point.
They assert that

Another  thesis  of  Davidson’s  which  has  been
influential and which can be seen as required by the
emphasis  he  places  on  the  role  of  the  radical
interpreter in understanding language and thought
is the claim that there can be no radically different
conceptual schemesxvii 

This, they believe is due to Davidson’s identification of possession
of  radically  different  conceptual  schemes  with  possession  of  non-
intertranslatable languages, and then asks whether it makes good sense to
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suppose that there could be such languages. Davidson argues that neither
of  the  central  metaphors  of  conceptual  pluralism that  are  supposed to
make sense  of  the  possibility  of  radically  different  conceptual  schemes
succeeds in doing so.xviii

 We have considered here Quine and Davidson’s principle of charity, there
are those who do not think Quine and Davidson’s principle of charity are
one and the same thing. On this note, Davidson himself shifted his ground
from  maximizing  agreement  to  intelligibility  since  he  latter  held  that
although  agreement  is  a  necessary  condition  but  it  is  not  a  sufficient
condition. In his words:

Charity  prompts  the  interpreter  to  maximise  the
intelligibility  of  the  speaker, not  the  sameness  of
belief.   This  entails  ...  that  interpretation  must  take
into account probable errors due to bad positioning,
deficient  sensory  apparatus,  and  differences  in
background knowledge.xix 

These moves, in Gareth Fitzgerald’s understanding represent a shift from
the old Quinean dictum of maximising agreement on obvious truth to the
broader  goal  of  optimising  the  intelligibility  of  a  speaker  –  making  as
much sense of him (what he says and what he believes) as possible.xx

Hence, Fitzgerald does not share the view that Quine’s principle of charity
is the same with Davidson’s principle of charity. Fitzgerald advanced three
arguments for his claim (1) Davidson’s PC is applied “across the board”
rather  than  to  a  privileged  class  of  obvious  statements  like  Quine,  (2)
Davidson’s PC does not appeal to the notion of maximisation as applied to
agreement, but rather seeks to “optimise” such agreement as is required
for making the speaker most intelligible, and  (3) Davidson’s PC  consists
of   two  constituent  principles  of   Correspondence  and  Coherence,
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which make more perspicuous the requirement for sufficient agreement
between theorist and speaker. Thus, Fitzgerald does not see the Principle
of Humanity (PH) as a refinement of Davidson’s PC at best it could be a
refinement of Quine’s PC. 

PH was articulated by Grandy thus
If a translation tells us that the other person’s beliefs
and desires are connected in a way that is too bizarre
for us to make sense of, then the translation is useless
for our purposes. So we have a pragmatic constraint on
translation, the condition that the imputed pattern of
beliefs, desires and the world be as similar to our own
as possible. This principle we shall call the principle of
humanity.xxi

Commenting on this principle, Maria Baghramian writes that 
The principle of humanity enjoins us to interpret the
utterances and behavior of others in such a way as to
make  the  connections  between  their  speech,  beliefs
and desires rational by our standards. The underlying
assumption  is  that  we  can  make  sense  of  other
people’s patterns of beliefs, desires and actions only if
we assume them to be similar to ours.xxii

Grandy offers two arguments to show the superiority of his PH over PC
and these are ones based on logical truth and observational description.
Grandy noted that

The past history of a speaker is quite relevant to the
question of what is obvious  to him ... We should not
go  out  of  our  way  to   find  some  complicated
agreement on this logical truth, because the error is
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not only explainable but was predictable given some
knowledge of his past history.xxiii

Grandy seems to agree here that instead of maximizing agreement and
thereby  making  obvious  invalid  translations  false,  we  should  take  the
translation as it.  Grandy’s second argument attacked the possibility of PC
attributing some false  beliefs  to  speakers  as  the application of  PC will
“lead to unnatural translations whereby a speaker is attributed true but
inexplicable  beliefs.”xxiv  Buttressing  this  point,  Fitgerald  asked  us  to
imagine a statement “ The man with a martini is a philosopher” uttered by
a Paul who entered a busy party hall, whereas there is only one man in the
rear view of the hall drinking water from a martini glass there is another
man outside in the garden with a martini. Who should the linguist take
Paul to be referring to? While PC encourages us to maximse agreement by
taken Paul to be referring to the man in the garden who Paul had not seen.
Grandy argues that Paul will be wrong if he have not had causal contact
with the man.xxv Fitgerald cites Grandy that PH directs us “to bear in mind
that the speaker is a person and has certain basic similarities to ourselves
when we are choosing between translations.”xxvi  PH encourages linguists
to make as much intelligible sense of a speaker’s words as he can on the
basis  of  the  observable  evidence.  Hence  translators  should  discard
translations that are unintelligible.  

Thus far, we could say that PH is a refinement of PC adopted by
Quine and corroborated by Davidson such that Quine’s radical translator
interprets the foreigner by maximizing agreement and making sure that
the translation of the foreigner’s beliefs and desires are connected in a way
that is  not too bizarre for us to make sense of,  otherwise,  to  borrow a
phrase from Grandy, “the translation is useless for our purposes”. So we
have a pragmatic constraint on translation, the condition, which ensures
that  the  linguist  must  not  unwittingly  impose  the  ontological
suggestiveness of his own language on the native he is translating.
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To be sure, every language has its own ontological suggestiveness
or differences which must be taken into cognizance if a radical translator
must  understand the  behavioural  pattern  of  the  native  he  is  trying  to
translate.  To  understand  the  meaning  of  a  concept  in  a  particular
ontological or linguistic setting, the translator ought to have interrogated
and deconstructed the ontological suggestiveness of these concepts in his
own language before attempting to translate the language of the native. If
this  is  not  done,  the  translator  is  bound  to  unwittingly  impose  the
ontological suggestiveness of his own language on the people he is trying
to translate. This is similar to the position of Adesina Afolayan. 

4.0 Conclusion  
The  need  to  write  in  African  languages  will  serve  not  only  the

obvious purpose of decolonization, it will help in identification of African
philosophy and personality. It is an obvious fact that African languages
are many such that the proposition to write in African languages posses
the problem of which language(s) is to employed. This worry has led to
the  suggestion  of  African  continent  lingua  franca  with  Wole  Soyinka
adopting Swahili as an African language. it is pertinent to remark here
that Moses Akin Makinde has outlined some basic features which such a
language should entail.  The issues Makinde wrestled with are weighty
and  marks  a  watershed  for  the  prospect  of  contemporary  African
philosophy. We support the need for African scholars to come together
and codify a specific language for Africa as a continent such that works
done in Africa languages will be translated to that language by an African
linguist  using  the  principle  of  PH  which  could  serve  as  a  way  of
compensating for indeterminacies. 

As  stated  above,  there  are  obvious  advantages  of  using  the
methodological principle of PH to translate works in African languages to
non African languages. Beyond it resolving the problem of imposing the
linguist  categories of  thought on the people he is  translating,  it  makes
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room for cross cultural communication and commensurability since the
enterprise of comparative philosophy will be moribund if one language
cannot be translated into the other.

To  elaborate  the  above  position  and  to  see  the  need  for  PH  in
translation,  consider  Evans-Pritchard’s  exposition  of  the  Nuer  thought
system which  according to  him has  a  saying  which  translates  into  the
English  equivalent  of  “twins  are  birds”.  After  considering  all  possible
translations,  Evans-Pritchard  discovered  that  this  statement,  like  many
others led people like Levy-Bruhl into the position that Africans are pre-
logical. The error in the translation as Evans-Pritchard correctly articulated
that it was taken out of the Nuer culture.  Evans-Pritchard (in Dismaris
Masolo, 1994) writes that   

…the desire to assimilate primitive notions to kindred
notions of  our own tempts  us,  in  the first  place,  to
read into their believes concepts peculiar to our own,
and, in the second place, to interpret their beliefs by
introspection or in terms of our own sentiments.xxvii

From  the  above  quotation,  it  is  arguable  that  PH  accounts  for
translation  without  sentiments  and  without  interpreting  by  guesses.
Furthermore, Grandy’s PH which is a refinement of Quine and Davidson’s
PC should be further research into adopted as a viable tool for translating
african deep sayings, proverbs and idioms.
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