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Calls for decolonization are on the rise in social and academic life, but ‘decoloniza-
tion’ can mean various things. This article expounds and critically evaluates the pro-
gramme of conceptual decolonization, chiefly as promulgated in relation to African 
philosophy by Kwasi Wiredu. The programme involves both resisting the unreflec-
tive acceptance of non-indigenous concepts and constructively utilizing indigenous 
conceptual resources to address philosophical questions. Examining recent objec-
tions from Olúfẹ́mi Táíwò and giving particular attention to Wiredu’s treatment of 
religious concepts, I concur with Wiredu that conceptual decolonization can encour-
age conceptual enlargement but argue that care is needed to avoid oversimplifying 
the non-indigenous concepts that are subjected to scrutiny.

1.  Introduction
Peter Winch once characterized a certain vision of what it is to do phi-
losophy—or, at any rate, what it is to do philosophy that is concerned 
with morality or religion—by identifying it with seeking to do ‘equal 
justice’ to competing moral and religious worldviews, each of which 
may be passionately driven by its own system of values or ‘conception 
of the good’ (1996, p. 173). Part of the difficulty of such an approach to 
philosophy, Winch observes, derives from the fact that those engaged 
in it are likely to have their own moral or religious convictions; if they 
evaluate the viewpoints under discussion by the lights of their own con-
victions, they risk slipping into ‘moral imperialism’, whereas if they sim-
ply lay out disparate viewpoints without passing judgement, they risk 
being accused of a facile ‘relativism’ (1996, p. 174 n. 16). This vision of 
philosophy as the effort to explicate alternative worldviews or systems of 
value, without succumbing to either imperialism or relativism, has been 
described by D. Z. Phillips as ‘the struggle to do conceptual justice to the 
world in all its variety’ (2004, pp. 52–3).

Doing conceptual justice to the variety of worldviews and systems 
of value that obtain across multiple human communities is related to 
what some philosophers and literary authors, especially in the contexts 
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of African philosophy and literature, have called ‘conceptual decoloni-
zation’ (Wiredu 1995), ‘ideological decolonization’ (Appiah 1992, p. x), 
or ‘decolonising the mind’ (Ngũgĩ 1986). Succinctly encapsulating what 
is meant by these terms is not straightforward; indeed, at least one critic 
has described them as so ‘fuzzy’ and ‘misleading’ as to be positively 
harmful to scholarship (Táíwò 2022, pp. 69, 189). Roughly speaking, 
those who advocate these forms of decolonization wish to promote a 
heightened awareness of the provenance of concepts as they feature in 
the lives and discourse of peoples who were formerly subjected to polit-
ical and economic colonialism, principally by European powers.

For a people to undergo political decolonization is for them to 
regain political control from a foreign regime that had ruled over them. 
To undergo conceptual, intellectual, or ideological decolonization, how-
ever, is to become increasingly conscious of the ways in which colo-
nially introduced concepts have gained traction in one’s own society. 
Recognizing the presence of these concepts does not necessitate striving 
to eradicate, replace, or modify them; it may turn out that some or all of 
the concepts in question are deemed useful and worth retaining. For this 
reason, as Kwasi Wiredu has argued, ‘the process of decolonization’ has 
the potential, by engendering the ‘enlargement of conceptual options’, to 
facilitate ‘the enlargement of the human mind everywhere’ (1995, p. 32). 
The important point is that, with the recognition of conceptual options, 
comes the ability to discern which concepts are and which are not appli-
cable to particular cultural, philosophical, or religious milieus.

Conceptual decolonization, at least in Wiredu’s sense of the term, 
is thus consonant with doing conceptual justice to the ways of thinking 
and forms of life of a given community. It involves resisting the uncrit-
ical imposition onto that community of concepts derived from outside, 
though it does not preclude the creativity that often emerges from the 
encounter between different frames of reference. The impetus for con-
ceptual decolonization normally comes from members of the commu-
nity or society into which the foreign concepts have been introduced, 
but there is no reason in principle why scholars, including philosophers, 
from elsewhere cannot participate in the task. To think carefully and 
critically about how to discuss the moral and religious worldviews of 
any society, whether one’s own or another, and to avoid the imposition 
of inapposite concepts upon the worldviews at issue is, in effect, to con-
tribute to the enterprise of conceptual decolonization.

The programme of conceptual or intellectual decolonization 
advanced by Wiredu and others has not gone unchallenged. The bur-
den of the present article is thus not only to expound the programme 
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itself but also to assess some key objections to it. Work by Wiredu, the 
foremost protagonist of conceptual decolonization in philosophy, will 
be a focal point. For an opposing view, I turn to criticisms advanced by 
Olúfẹ́mi Táíwò, who argues that the ‘decolonization trope’ has been prop-
agated ‘without deep attention to the complexity of the issues involved’ 
(2019, p. 138; 2022, p. 35). In response to those criticisms, I argue that 
the conceptual decolonization project need not be abandoned; its philo-
sophical credibility depends on whatever light it can shed upon specific 
concepts. I do, however, make some critical observations of Wiredu’s 
treatment of concepts related to religion. While agreeing that scrutiny of 
these concepts is fitting, I argue that Wiredu betrays signs of operating 
with unduly narrow interpretations of the purportedly colonizing con-
cepts he is appraising. My overall aim is to defend Wiredu’s project, in 
principle, while contending that more nuance is needed in the treatment 
of specific concepts—notably religious concepts—than Wiredu himself 
has demonstrated. This confluence of purposes on my part enables the 
article to make a contribution not only to vibrant contemporary discus-
sions of decolonization in philosophy and cognate disciplines but also, 
more specifically, to the philosophy of religion and to the critical evalu-
ation of Kwasi Wiredu’s important oeuvre.

2.  Advocating conceptual decolonization
Allegations of conceptual or intellectual colonialism are by no means 
limited to debates centred on Africa. With reference to the Canadian 
context, for example, Marie Battiste identifies what she calls ‘cog-
nitive imperialism’ or ‘cognitive assimilation’ as a mode of cultural 
imperialism. It is characterized by the imposition upon Indigenous 
peoples of colonial educative and linguistic norms, such that the 
cultures, languages, and frames of reference of those peoples are 
excluded and replaced by European ones (Battiste 2000, p. 192; 2011, 
p. xix). Counteracting the cognitive impositions is far from easy, 
but one initial requirement is for ‘Indigenous ways of knowing and 
being’ to be studied and taken seriously by academics, including phi-
losophers and scholars of religion.1

1  For the phrase ‘Indigenous ways of knowing and being’, see, for example, Greenwood and Leeuw 
(2007, p. 50), Ahenakew (2016, p. 327), Odok (2020, p. 159). Similar, though slightly narrower, 
terms include ‘Indigenous knowledge systems’ and, in the context of African epistemologies, 
‘African indigenous knowledge systems (AIKS)’ (see, for example, several of the articles in Lillejord 
et al. 2004, and, more recently, Afolayan et al. 2021).
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Critiques of cultural imperialism bring out the risk of Indigenous 
worldviews and forms of life being lost, especially in places where sys-
tems of education have been based solely or primarily on epistemic 
and pedagogical assumptions imported from a colonizing country. It 
is thus no accident that Kwasi Wiredu first enunciated his agenda for 
conceptually decolonizing African philosophy in a paper presented at 
a conference on the teaching of, as well as research into, philosophy in 
Africa (Wiredu 1984). The conference had been convened by UNESCO 
(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) in 
Nairobi in 1980. In that paper and in subsequent work, Wiredu argues 
that conceptual or philosophical decolonization is by no means an 
entirely negative enterprise; it has a positive aspect as well. Its negative 
or critical side consists in African philosophers freeing themselves from 
‘the conceptual frameworks embedded in the foreign philosophical tra-
ditions that have had an impact on African life and thought’ (Wiredu 
1995, p. 22). Its positive or constructive side, meanwhile, involves bring-
ing to bear upon philosophical questions the resources afforded by 
indigenous African conceptual schemes, or, at any rate, doing this ‘as 
much as is judicious’ (p. 22).

The latter qualification concerning judiciousness exemplifies the 
note of caution in Wiredu’s initiative. He is not arguing that every 
idea which has been introduced into African philosophical discourse 
via a non-African language must, for that very reason, be extirpated. 
His emphasis is on ensuring, as far as is practicable, that such ideas 
are not accepted uncritically. By the same token, Wiredu is not sup-
posing, naively, that indigenous African languages give expression to 
conceptual systems that are intrinsically more philosophically reli-
able and sophisticated than their non-African counterparts. Again, 
his point concerns critical awareness: engaging in philosophy in 
a decolonized manner involves looking to see how a given philo-
sophical question might be tackled with the conceptual resources 
available in an African language rather than merely assuming that 
non-African, principally European, languages are the only media in 
which serious philosophy can be undertaken. Languages, Wiredu 
maintains, are not ‘philosophically neutral’: factors such as vocabu-
lary, idiom, and syntax, by foregrounding certain ‘modes of concep-
tualization’ at the expense of others (Wiredu 1998, p. 17), can orient 
one’s thinking ‘in particular directions’ (Wiredu 1984, p. 34).

Wiredu has not been alone in calling for conceptual, intellectual, 
or ideological decolonization in Africa. He himself hails the Ugandan 
poet and scholar Okot p’Bitek as ‘the true pioneer of conceptual 
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decolonization in African philosophy’ (Wiredu 1998, p. 43). Okot’s crit-
ical voice has been prominent in the study of African religions, where he 
has argued that the indigenous religions of Africa have been misrepre-
sented by ‘intellectual smugglers’ who surreptitiously import European, 
especially Hellenistic, concepts into their interpretations (p’Bitek 1970, 
p. 88; 1972, p. 29; see also Imbo 2004, p. 370).

Another significant figure, this time in the sphere of African lit-
erature and literary criticism, is Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. He has advocated 
‘decolonising the mind’ by turning away from European languages and 
towards ‘the languages of the African peasantry and working class’, 
utilizing these as a vehicle for promoting a ‘revolutionary break with 
neo-colonialism’ (Ngũgĩ 1986, p. 27). In his own case, Ngũgĩ, having 
acquired an international reputation as an author of plays, short sto-
ries, novels, and essays in English from the 1960s onwards, began in the 
late 1970s to write only in the Gĩkũyũ language of his native Kenya. He 
describes this shift as, at least initially, the result less of a deliberate deci-
sion than of a set of historical circumstances, foremost among which 
was his involvement in a Kenyan community education project. When 
he was faced with co-authoring a play to be performed for Gĩkũyũ-
speaking villagers, ‘it was simply common sense and practical necessity 
that persuaded [him and his collaborator] to start writing in Gĩkũyũ’ 
(Ngũgĩ 1985, p. 152). Spurred by this ‘compulsion to communicate 
directly’ with the ordinary people of his homeland, Ngũgĩ has persisted 
in deploying Gĩkũyũ as his means of artistic expression (p. 154). Some 
critics have accused him of perpetuating ‘another hegemonic language’, 
given that Gĩkũyũ is ‘the language of one of the dominant groups in 
modern Kenya’ (Bartels 2007, p. 176). As defenders of Ngũgĩ’s strategy 
have observed, however, it is hard to see what more a single author could 
do ‘not only to protect his language and culture from denigration or 
even obliteration … but perhaps to reverse the trend’ (Williams 2006, 
p. 156).

Certain commentators on the debate over the significance of for-
mulating and conveying one’s ideas in African languages have sought 
to identify distinct ideological camps. One taxonomy dubs the position 
typified by Wiredu and Ngũgĩ the ‘phenomenological approach’ (Keita 
1999, p. 28). This is apparently because the position in question treats 
languages as being closely tied to the modes of experience they are able 
to express; it regards the authentic articulation of African experience as 
requiring the use of indigenous African languages. An alternative taxon-
omy calls this the ‘conservative’ orientation because it seeks to conserve 
African cultures by removing ‘all aspects of a colonial legacy which are 
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inimical to the development of the African people’ (Fayemi 2013, p. 1). 
Whether thinkers such as Wiredu and Ngũgĩ would appreciate being 
labelled conservatives is doubtful; the label could be assumed to imply 
an uncritical affirmation of precolonial systems of African thought and 
practice, which neither of these thinkers would wish to endorse. But 
provided the sense in which ‘conservative’ is being used is clearly speci-
fied, the label need not be misleading.

The contrasting position has been termed the ‘pragmatist approach’ 
(Keita 1999, p. 28) or ‘progressive camp’ (Fayemi 2013, p. 2), accord-
ing to which it is acceptable for European languages to predominate in 
contemporary African discourse because not only are such languages 
‘already in place’, but ‘they offer a gateway to forms of knowledge and 
expression that are international in scope’ (Keita 1999, p. 28). An early 
exemplar of this position is the Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe, who 
regarded the English language as being ‘able to carry the weight of [his] 
African experience’ even though the language requires adaptation ‘to 
suit its new African surroundings’ (Achebe 1965, p. 30). The case for 
something akin to this more pragmatic or adaptive view, which is leery 
of the programme of conceptual decolonization, will receive closer 
attention in §4 below. Before we turn to that, however, there is more to 
be said about the relevance of the decolonizing agenda to the under-
standing of religious concepts in particular.

Wiredu considers the philosophy of religion to be among ‘the 
most important concerns of African philosophical research and teach-
ing’ (1984, p. 42), principally because he views religion as an area of 
human activity that harbours notable risks of lax thinking. He suspects, 
for instance, that many of the Africans who have adopted Christianity 
in preference to African indigenous religions have neglected to assess 
their reasons for doing so, if indeed they had any reasons at all (p. 42). 
Moreover, Wiredu follows Okot p’Bitek in regarding the ways in which 
African traditional thought and practice have commonly been studied, 
both by Westerners and by Africans influenced by Western scholarship, 
as producing distorted models. Some of Wiredu’s most salient examples 
of what he deems to be the imposition of foreign concepts onto African 
phenomena thus relate to the study of religion. Central among these 
examples is the concept of religion itself, to which he adds the concepts 
of the supernatural, the spiritual, and the mystical. All of these Wiredu 
regards as having been improperly applied in the study of African tradi-
tions. A further example is the concept of creation out of nothing (cre-
atio ex nihilo), which Wiredu links to a specifically European concept 
of existence. Although it would be too ambitious to try in this article 
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to expound Wiredu’s argument for conceptual decolonization in its 
entirety, a firm indication of the argument can be gleaned by examining 
his misgivings concerning the applicability of the concepts I have just 
mentioned.

3.  Kwasi Wiredu on religious concepts
In the case of the concept of religion, Wiredu maintains that scholars, 
both Western and African, have routinely assumed that this applies to 
African traditional beliefs and practices that are not properly religious 
at all. With particular reference to the Akan people of Ghana, Wiredu 
denies that it is a specifically religious attitude that they exhibit towards 
the ‘extra-human beings’ which feature in their mythology—beings that 
are regularly termed ‘minor gods’ or ‘spirits’ in academic literature. ‘On 
the contrary’, Wiredu asserts, the attitude ‘is utilitarian, for the most 
part’ (1998, p. 34); in other essays, he calls it ‘purely utilitarian’ (1993,  
p. 665; 2010, p. 39). By ‘utilitarian’, Wiredu means that the attitude is self- 
serving rather than worshipful; rituals are treated instrumentally, as a 
means to an end, ‘a method of making use of the super-human resources 
of the world’ (1998, p. 34). If the minor or lesser gods are deemed to 
have failed to fulfil their side of the transaction, then they are ‘consigned 
to obsolescence’ (p. 34). By describing it as non-religious, Wiredu does 
not consider himself to be passing judgement on the traditional Akan 
attitude towards the beings they propitiate, for he rejects the idea ‘that 
there is anything necessarily meritorious about religious activities’ (p. 
34).2 Nor is Wiredu the only one to hold this view of African traditions. 
The Nigerian philosopher Olusegun Oladipo reiterates the point when 
he asserts that what a people display towards their divinities ‘can hardly 
be regarded as a religious attitude’ when it involves fearing or respecting 
them ‘only to the extent that the divinities are able “to prove themselves” 
by delivering the desired goods’ (Oladipo 2004, p. 358).3

Wiredu opts for terms such as ‘extra-human’ or ‘super-human’ 
instead of more overtly religious locutions such as ‘supernatural’ or 
‘spiritual’. Seeing no place for a natural–supernatural dichotomy in 
traditional Akan cosmology, he cautions against any blithe ascription 

2  See also Wiredu (2010, p. 34): ‘We must not assume that having a religion is necessarily either 
a moral or an intellectual credit’.

3  Compare Kofi Busia’s description of the attitude of the Ashanti (who belong to the Akan ethnic 
group): ‘The gods are treated with respect if they deliver the goods, and with contempt if they fail’ 
(1954, p. 205).
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of beliefs in supernatural entities to African traditions more generally 
(1984, p. 36; 1998, p. 29). The beings to which sacrifices and prayers are 
offered may be regarded as other than, or more than, human, but this 
does not suffice to place them outside the ontological realm inhabited by 
humans, animals, and other living beings. For similar reasons, Wiredu is 
suspicious of applications of the terms ‘spiritual’ and ‘mystical’ to African 
peoples. Again taking the Akan as his exemplar, he doubts whether the 
notion of a spiritual being or spiritual force could even make sense to 
them; he finds no distinction in Akan language between the spiritual 
and the physical or material (Wiredu 1984, p. 38). While admitting 
that some African philosophers have echoed certain of their European 
counterparts in describing African ways of thinking as mystical, Wiredu 
views this as symptomatic of a colonized mind: ‘They are minds that 
think about and expound their own culture in terms of categories of a 
colonial origin without any qualms as to any possible conceptual incon-
gruities’ (1998, p. 20).4 He refrains, however, from insisting that it is sim-
ply false to attribute a mystical attitude to any African people, reiterating 
that it is only the unreflective acceptance of colonially imported descrip-
tions to which he objects. Regardless of whether any given concepts are 
found to be applicable in African contexts, it is in the critical appraisal 
of their applicability that Wiredu’s decolonizing project consists (p. 20).

In the case of the theological concept of creation out of nothing, 
Wiredu’s discussion centres on the Akan term that comes closest to 
expressing the concept conveyed by the English word ‘existence’ (1995, 
pp. 28–9). As Wiredu and others have observed, to speak in Akan of 
something’s existing is to speak of it as having a determinate spatial loca-
tion: to exist is to exist somewhere. The relevant Akan word is wo, ‘to be 
or exist in a place’ (Christaller 1881, p. 535, original emphasis), which is 
invariably followed by the deictic term ho (‘there’), thus supplying what 
Wiredu calls the Akan ‘locative conception of existence’ (1995, p. 28).5 
In English, by contrast, ‘exists’ need not carry this locative implication. 
It thus becomes possible for English-speakers, including theologians, 
philosophers, and physicists, to refer to ‘the existence of the universe’ 
(for example, Craig 1979, pp. 10, 14, 159; Driessen 1997, p. 204; Duncan 
2008, pp. 166, 221), whereas Akan vocabulary would preclude such talk. 
It would preclude it because, if the universe encompasses the whole 

4  Wiredu is probably thinking especially of John Mbiti, who uses the term ‘mystical’ in various 
places (for example, Mbiti 1990, ch. 16; 1991, pp. 41–4, 118, 166–71). For criticisms of Mbiti, see 
Wiredu (1984, p. 36; 1998, p. 34).

5  See also Kwame Gyekye’s description of wo ho as a semantic unit that expresses ‘the notion of 
existence, that is, existential locative’ (1995, p. 179).
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of space, it cannot itself be spatially located. Although entities can be 
located within the universe, to think of the universe as existing, or as 
not existing, would be—from the Akan perspective—‘to dabble in sheer 
babble’ (Wiredu 1995, p. 28).

From the latter linguistic observations, Wiredu infers that there is 
no place in the Akan conceptual system for either the doctrine of cre-
ation out of nothing or the concept of a supreme deity who transcends 
time and space. In contrast to the Christian God, Wiredu avers, ‘the 
Akan supreme being is a kind of cosmic architect’, who constructs the 
world out of pre-existing materials but does not create those materials 
from nothing (1993, pp. 665, 671). Standing at the pinnacle of the ‘hier-
archy of being’, rather than outside or beyond it, this supreme fashioner 
of the world occupies the same ‘ontologically homogenous’ cosmos as 
other beings, ranging from the ancestors and ‘extra-human’ beings to 
humans, animals, plants, and inorganic entities (p. 666).

My purpose in outlining these examples has been to illustrate 
Wiredu’s method of comparing African terms or concepts with ones 
originating outside Africa. This in turn illustrates how he construes con-
ceptual decolonization as involving critical reflection upon the appli-
cability, or inapplicability, of non-indigenous concepts to the cultural 
or religious worldviews of African peoples. It would be out of keeping 
with the spirit of Wiredu’s programme, however, if we were simply to 
take the examples for granted without further analysis. That analysis will 
occur in §6, after we have surveyed and then responded to some press-
ing questions concerning the programme as a whole.

4.  Questioning the ‘decolonization trope’
Some attempts to engage critically with proposals for conceptual decol-
onization in the African context have been disappointingly shallow 
or uncharitable in style. The Nigerian philosopher and Catholic priest 
Innocent Asouzi, for example, responds to Wiredu’s project by asserting 
that if a conceptual scheme is found to be ‘defective and insufficient’, it 
‘can be rectified and augmented in the process of mutual encounter’ but 
not if everyone remains at ‘his or her sentinel post’ (2007, p. 267). This 
image of conceptual schemes being defended as though by soldiers on 
the lookout for encroachments by invading concepts hardly does justice 
to what Wiredu is advocating; he is not recommending that any concep-
tual system be treated as sacrosanct. As we have seen, it is specifically 
the uncritical assimilation of foreign concepts against which Wiredu 
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thinks African philosophy should protect itself. Such protection does 
not preclude the recognition that encounters between languages can be 
conceptually enriching.

More pertinent criticisms have been levelled by Olúfẹ́mi Táíwò 
against what he calls the ‘decolonization trope’, which, he argues, has 
all too frequently been advanced in ways that fail to clarify its meaning 
and scope (Táíwò 2019, 2022). Here I shall outline three of Táíwò’s most 
astute criticisms before considering, in §5, how Wiredu’s project might 
be defended against them.

An initial criticism voiced by Táíwò begins with an observation 
about the limited audience for Wiredu’s decolonization agenda. Given 
that Wiredu is enjoining African philosophers, when examining con-
cepts expressed in languages other than those indigenous to Africa, ‘to 
think them through in [their] own African language’ (Wiredu 1995,  
p. 23), it is evident that Wiredu is addressing only philosophers who 
are conversant in two or more languages; these languages must include 
at least one of African and one of colonial provenance (Táíwò 2019,  
p. 146; 2022, p. 105). As Táíwò comments, the situation thus described 
is one in which, having received the concepts to be analysed through 
the medium of a non-African language, the African philosopher is pre-
sumed to have sufficient bilingual competence to reflect critically on 
the compatibility of those concepts with his or her ‘own African lan-
guage’. Táíwò is doubtful, however, whether languages originating in 
Africa will be well suited for this task: ‘already afflicted with a severe 
case of fossilisation’, these languages may readily be utilized ‘for col-
loquial, quotidian purposes’ but not for ‘theoretical or philosophical 
discourse’ (2022, p. 105).

A second criticism from Táíwò, targeted as much at Ngũgĩ as at 
Wiredu, comes in the form of a crucial question: what counts as an 
‘African language’ in any case?6 The very idea of employing an African 
language to reflect upon concepts articulated in a colonial one presup-
poses that the two languages have not already become intermingled. For 
Táíwò himself, while Yorùbá might be described as his ‘own African lan-
guage’, it is a language pervaded by borrowings from Portuguese, Arabic, 
Hausa, Nupe, and no doubt other languages besides; consequently, there 
is no way of thinking through concepts in Yorùbá independently ‘of a 
pattern of interconnected analyses and elucidations in this pidginised 

6  That the criticism is directed towards both Ngũgĩ and Wiredu is evident from the fact that 
Táíwò is responding to their respective insistences ‘that we should deploy African languages to 
write a truly African literature (Ngũgĩ) and that we should think philosophical concepts through 
our original languages (Wiredu)’ (Táíwò 2022, p. 124).
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language’ (2022, p. 124). Underscoring Táíwò’s point is the claim by sev-
eral scholars that even the word ‘Yorùbá’ itself is a Hausa term derived 
from Arabic which, having originally been applied only to the Ọ yọ ́ peo-
ple, was adopted from the 1840s onwards by the Church Missionary 
Society and gradually extended to encompass other cognate peoples as 
well (Bascom 1969, p. 5; Peel 2016, p. 216). This account has in part 
been disputed by Akinwumi Ogundiran, who maintains that, ‘from its 
conception, the ethnonym [“Yorùbá”] referred to all the members of the 
Yorùbá community of practice’, but even Ogundiran admits that it was 
only in the nineteenth century that the name ‘gained wider currency … 
in anglicized texts’ and came ‘to refer to all the Yorùbá-speaking peoples’ 
(Ogundiran 2020, p. 407).

Exacerbating the difficulty of demarcating African from non- 
African languages is the issue of writing. The scripts in which African 
languages are written generally derive from elsewhere, and the script 
introduces variations into the language. In the case of Yorùbá, for exam-
ple, it makes a difference whether it is written in Ajami script with 
Arabic inflections or in the Latin alphabet with orthography influenced 
by French or English (Táíwò 2022, p. 121). In many instances, the dif-
ferences may be slight at the level of sentence meaning, yet the histori-
cal deployment of these scripts for missionizing purposes, especially to 
render into Yorùbá the Qur’ān and Bible respectively, is indicative of the 
fact that the choice of a script is not necessarily ideologically neutral.7 At 
the very least, the orthographic variations disrupt the assumption that a 
language such as Yorùbá is a straightforward unity.

A further point worth remembering is that two or more works com-
posed in the same language, whether written or oral, may express dif-
ferent values and, indeed, different concepts. For example, the novels of 
certain authors who write in Yorùbá, such as Daniel O. Fágúnwà and  
C. L. Adéoyè, ‘are underpinned by Christian metaphysics’, whereas 
works by other Yorùbá authors may have entirely different underpin-
nings (Táíwò 2022, p. 121).8 Extending Táíwò’s contention, we could 
point to the form of oral poetry known as dàdàkúàdá; though originat-
ing from the Yorùbá egúngún masquerade and traditionally performed 

7  For discussion of the use of Ajami and Latin scripts in translations of the Qur’ān and Bible into 
Yorùbá, see Ogunbiyi (2001), Sodiq (2010, pp. 272–3), Solihu (2015).

8  The contention that Fágúnwà’s work is ‘underpinned by Christian metaphysics’ requires 
qualification. In fact, his novels draw heavily on Yorùbá folklore and explore the relation between 
Christian and traditional Yorùbá beliefs and customs, even while implying ‘the “superiority” of the 
Christian faith’ (Bamgboṣe 1974, p. 14). All the same, Táíwò’s general point, that language does not 
determine values, stands.
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in the Yorùbá language, this poetic form is nowadays permeated by 
Islamic themes and values (Na’Allah 2020, esp. ch. 4).

The third of Táíwò’s criticisms that I wish to highlight accuses 
proponents of conceptual decolonization of underplaying the ‘agency 
and creativity’ of African people in their capacity to adapt, refashion, 
and domesticate the languages inherited from their erstwhile colonial 
interlopers (Táíwò 2022, p. 125). For an articulation of this point, we 
might again invoke an essay by Achebe in which he is responding to 
Obiajunwa Wali, an early proponent of the view that ‘any true African 
literature must be written in African languages’ (Wali 1963, p. 14). 
While acknowledging that the introduction of the English language into 
Nigerian society was accompanied by atrocities such as those ‘of racial 
arrogance and prejudice’, Achebe contends that the atrocities can be 
denounced without discarding the language (1965, p. 28). On the con-
trary, he argues, the language can be, and has been, taken up in ways that 
not only authentically voice the experiences of Africans but also facili-
tate the dissemination of accounts of those experiences to international 
audiences (p. 29). As an exemplary case, Achebe cites Amos Tutuola, 
whose novels, by manifesting an idiosyncratic dialect of English, per-
fectly evoke the world of mysterious creatures and events envisaged by 
the author (Achebe 1965, p. 29; see Tutuola 1952, 1954).9 Similar points 
have been made by those who identify varieties of European languages 
that have become recognizably African or recognizably ‘black’. As the 
African-American writer Henry Louis Gates puts it, there are ‘distinc-
tively “black” uses of our English and French language and literature’ 
(1984, p. 6, original emphasis).

5.  Defending Wiredu’s proposal
Táíwò’s observations should disabuse anyone tempted by the thought 
that the aspirations of the conceptual decolonization agenda are plain 

9  In this connection, it is notable that certain influential advocates of a decolonized (and 
‘Afrocentric’) African literature praise the English-language novels of Tutuola and Achebe for, 
in the case of Tutuola, giving expression to ‘the Yoruba mythic imagination’ and, in the case of 
Achebe, successfully conveying ‘the idiom and tone of Igbo rhetoric’ (Chinweizu et al. 1980, pp. 
258–9, 262). Where these proponents of Afrocentrism diverge from Achebe, and from Táíwò, is in 
their confidence that ‘African literature is an autonomous entity separate and apart from all other 
literatures’ (Chinweizu et al. 1980, p. 4, original emphasis)—a claim that at once overstates the 
homogeneity of ‘African’ literature and understates the mutual interaction and influence of African 
and non-African traditions of literature and orature. For robust criticism directed specifically at 
Chinweizu and his coauthors, see Soyinka (1993, pp. 253–9, 293–305).
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and uncontentious. Even so, provided the relatively cautious nature of 
Wiredu’s proposal remains in view, none of the three lines of criticism 
that have just been sketched need be regarded as decisive against it. In 
response to the first criticism, for instance, a supporter of Wiredu’s posi-
tion could note that even if there are some African languages which lack 
the resources to ‘think through’ or reflect critically upon philosophically 
relevant concepts expressed in European languages, this is not the case 
with all African languages; neither does it apply to all philosophically 
relevant concepts. As illustrated in §3 above, Wiredu himself draws 
upon the Akan language to argue that some indigenous Akan concepts, 
though not philosophically naïve, are incompatible with certain con-
cepts conveyed by European languages. Beyond Wiredu’s work, other 
pertinent studies include an investigation of Yorùbá epistemological 
concepts carried out from 1974 to 1984 by Barry Hallen and J. Olubi 
Sodipo, which I shall now summarize.

Deploying a novel combination of empirical methods and interlin-
gual conceptual analysis—an approach they call ‘collaborative analysis’ 
(Hallen and Sodipo 1997, p. 121)—Hallen and Sodipo inquired whether 
Yorùbá discourse contains a distinction equivalent to that which is 
commonly expressed in Anglophone philosophy by means of the terms 
‘knowledge’ and ‘belief ’. Through extended conversations with oníṣẹ̀gùn 
(‘masters of medicine’), who are respected figures in Yorùbá society, 
Hallen and Sodipo analysed the criteria governing the use of key Yorùbá 
epistemological terms, most notably gbàgbọ́ and mọ̀, which are routinely 
rendered into English as, respectively, ‘believe’ and ‘know’ in dictionar-
ies and other reputable sources.10 The authors also studied the concept of 
àjẹ́, which has been treated by many English-speaking commentators as 
an equivalent or near-equivalent of the concept of a witch (for example, 
Crowther 1852, p. 21; Prince 1961, p. 797). The arguments developed by 
Hallen and Sodipo are too extensive for a comprehensive account to be 
given here. Their conclusion, however, is that entrenched assumptions 
on the part of Anglophone researchers concerning the supposed univer-
sality of the meanings of terms such as ‘knowledge’, ‘belief ’, and ‘witch’, 
along with concomitant renderings of Yorùbá locutions that are assumed 
to have equivalent meanings, ‘have led to fundamentally false inter-
pretations and analyses of Yoruba thought’ (Hallen and Sodipo 1997,  
p. 122). Exacerbating the problem is the fact that, in some instances, 
‘these false interpretations have themselves been universalized and said 

10  ‘Gbàgbó̩ … to believe, to obey’; ‘Mò ̩ … to know, to understand, to recognize’ (CMS 1937, 
Part Two, pp. 94, 158).
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to be representative of African thought in general’ (p. 122). Although 
there is considerable semantic overlap between the relevant Yorùbá con-
cepts and those expressed by the English terms often used to translate 
them, Hallen and Sodipo claim to have furnished grounds for regarding 
propositional attitudes—expressed in English by, for example, ‘I believe 
that …’ or ‘I know that …’—as culturally relative (p. 124).11

My reason for mentioning the research of Hallen and Sodipo is 
neither to endorse nor to oppugn their methods or conclusions, but to 
further illustrate that Wiredu is not mistaken in reckoning that conse-
quential philosophical work can result from comparing concepts inter-
nal to African languages with concepts deriving from elsewhere. Even 
if the comparisons in question are, on their own, incapable of resolving 
issues such as that of whether, or to what extent, epistemological con-
cepts are applicable cross-culturally, they nonetheless supply valuable 
empirical material for philosophical rumination—and this, combined 
with the accompanying analysis by Hallen and Sodipo, suffices to con-
stitute a distinctively philosophical contribution.12 Whether it is always 
apt to designate such comparative studies instances of conceptual 
decolonization is debatable, but where the study serves to disclose the 
shortcomings of assumptions imposed upon or imported into African 
systems of thought by puissant Eurocentric systems, the designation has 
some warrant.

The second of Táíwò’s criticisms that I summarized above may be 
understood as a call to avoid simplistic conceptions of natural languages 
as discrete and self-contained. Languages are porous and evolving, pro-
vided they have not succumbed to the ‘fossilisation’ to which Táíwò 
refers. Táíwò’s point is well taken inasmuch as it ought to prompt reflec-
tion upon what is meant by the recommendation to think through non- 
African concepts in African languages, for it may turn out that the idea of 
an African language untouched by allochthonous linguistic elements is 
a fantasy. But even if the criticism would carry force against any demand 
to philosophize in an exclusively home-grown African language (for it 

11  In a recent discussion of the findings of Hallen and Sodipo, Mikael Janvid proposes 
‘inferential contextualism’ as a more apt designation than ‘relativism’ of what is going on in Yorùbá 
epistemological discourse, while admitting that his proposal awaits substantiation by researchers 
with the relevant linguistic fluency (Janvid 2021, pp. 20, 31–2).

12  In support of the view that, beyond merely bearing upon topics that are of philosophical 
relevance, cross-cultural studies informed by empirical data can count as contributions to those 
topics, one might point to the developing field of experimental philosophy, which, as various 
proponents have noted, is far from discontinuous with the history of philosophy more broadly (see, 
for example, Sytsma and Livengood 2016, esp. pp. 3–6). As Appiah observes, ‘What’s novel isn’t the 
experimental turn; what’s novel was the turn away from it’ (2008, p. 6).
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calls into question the existence of such a thing), that force is lacking in 
connection with Wiredu’s programme of conceptual decolonization, for 
there is no reason to assume that this programme presupposes the exis-
tence of pristine home-grown African languages. Hence, although the 
pervasiveness of linguistic and conceptual intermixing adds complexity 
to Wiredu’s proposal, it need not thwart it altogether.

As for the third criticism, that the conceptual decolonization agenda 
risks underplaying the capacity of African authors to adapt and domes-
ticate non-native languages, we might view Wiredu himself as a para-
digmatic illustration of the point that Táíwò is making. Given that he is 
an African philosopher who has produced substantial work in English, 
Wiredu is evidently not advocating the abandonment of European lan-
guages in favour of African ones. As I have emphasized, it is the unre-
flective taking for granted of philosophically relevant concepts conveyed 
in European languages to which Wiredu objects. He is not—or, at any 
rate, not overtly—decrying the innovative customization of these lan-
guages by African authors. Thus, while Táíwò’s question of what counts 
as an African language undoubtedly problematizes the declaration, typ-
ified by literary scholars such as Wali and Ngũgĩ, that only works writ-
ten in African languages can be authentically African, Wiredu does not 
make such an uncompromising declaration. For philosophers capable 
of participating in the comparative enterprise that Wiredu has in mind, 
their bilingual competence is apt to facilitate rather than hinder linguis-
tic innovation.

The above considerations reveal that, although Táíwò’s criticisms 
deserve serious attention, they may serve not to demolish Wiredu’s 
argument but to stimulate refinement of it. Ultimately, the credibility 
of what Wiredu is proposing hinges upon the philosophical illumina-
tion that emerges from particular cases. The next section, then, revisits 
Wiredu’s treatment of concepts related to religion that was summarized 
in §3 above.

6.  Recovering religious concepts
Philosophers influenced by the methods of Wittgenstein, such as Peter 
Winch and D. Z. Phillips, have argued that there is a tendency in philos-
ophy of religion, as in other branches of philosophy, to theorize about 
concepts in ways that deracinate them from the social and linguistic 
environments that imbue them with the sense that they have. In the 
case of religious concepts, these environments will inevitably be those 
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of religious practice and discourse. Winch remarks, for example, that 
when discussing issues of religious language, ‘how a term refers has to 
be understood in the light of its actual application with its surrounding 
context in the lives of its users’; Winch accentuates ‘actual’ to distinguish 
what he is concerned with both from ‘some ideal “application” imagined 
by philosophers’ and from ‘what users of the term may be inclined to say 
about their application of it when asked’ (Winch 1977, p. 200, original 
emphasis). Phillips, similarly, is keen to differentiate his own approach 
from philosophical analyses that, by turning the objects of religious 
beliefs into metaphysical abstractions, dispossess us of the sense of those 
beliefs (Phillips 2000, p. xi). It is thus crucial, in Phillips’s eyes, to culti-
vate ‘a sensibility in the philosophy of religion’ that seeks ‘the recovery of 
religious concepts’ from the philosophical theories that have distanced 
them from us (p. xii).

The relevance to our present topic of the above references to Winch 
and Phillips resides in the fact that Wiredu’s treatment of religious con-
cepts exhibits the tendency that these Wittgenstein-influenced philos-
ophers are warning against. When discussing English terms such as 
‘religion’, ‘supernatural’, ‘spiritual’, and ‘mystical’, Wiredu opts for narrow 
philosophical definitions that fall short of appreciating the variety of 
senses associated with these terms both in religious and in other forms 
of discourse. A consequence of this narrowness is, in certain instances, 
a premature foreclosing of precisely the sort of conceptual inquiry that 
Wiredu, under the banner of conceptual decolonization, wishes to pro-
mote. My purpose in this section is not to repudiate the project which 
Wiredu and others have called conceptual decolonization; it is to sound 
a note of caution against encumbering the concepts in which we are 
interested with one-sided accounts of their meanings. To illustrate the 
point, I shall devote particular attention to Wiredu’s exposition of the 
concepts of religion and spirit.

We saw earlier that Wiredu operates with a conception of reli-
gion that views religious motivations as incompatible with instru-
mental or utilitarian ones. From this conception it follows that acts 
typical of many African traditions, including the sacrificial rituals 
of the Akan people to which Wiredu refers, must be classed as non-
religious on the grounds that they seek some quid pro quo from the 
‘extra-human beings’ who are propitiated. ‘Real religious devotion to 
a being must be unconditional’, Wiredu asserts. ‘But that is the one 
thing that the Akan approach to those beings is not’ (1993, p. 665). 
Why, however, should we assume that an act or attitude cannot be 
religious unless it is unconditional?
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Admittedly, Wiredu is far from unique in affirming unconditional-
ity to be a requirement of religious acts. Even D. Z. Phillips, who in other 
respects is pluralistic in his conception of religion, has maintained that 
the hope or expectation of some practical benefit in return for prayers 
or ritual offerings are among the indications that the acts in question 
are superstitious as opposed to religious (Phillips 1965, ch. 6; 1993, pp. 
72–7, 245–7). Although Wiredu does not use the term ‘superstitious’, his 
distinction between religious acts (which must be unconditional) and 
acts that are nonreligious (because motivated by utilitarian objectives) 
runs parallel to the distinction that Phillips makes. But it is precisely this 
aspect of Phillips’s approach that has drawn fire from critics who accuse 
him of failing to fulfil his own commitment to describe actual uses of 
language rather than what, in the passage I cited above, Winch refers to 
as ‘some ideal “application” imagined by philosophers’. To undermine 
the purported distinction that Phillips is advancing, such critics point 
to examples of acts that, though widely (and appropriately) perceived 
as religious, contain instrumental components. Petitionary prayers in 
which the intercession of a saint is requested to cure a disease would be 
one such example. ‘Is this practice superstitious [rather than religious]?’, 
Terrence Tilley asks rhetorically. ‘Why? On any grounds other than stip-
ulative definition?’ (2000, p. 249).

Once again it should be emphasized that Wiredu is not label-
ling as superstitious the traditional African practices which involve 
propitiating ‘extra-human beings’ with an expectation of receiving 
something in return. Instead, he would probably endorse a descrip-
tion by the anthropologist Andrew Apter, who, with reference to 
Yorùbá sacrificial procedures, speaks of ‘the instrumental logic of 
ritual sacrifice’ (Apter 1992, caption to plates 16 and 17). But while 
Apter and many other anthropologists, along with numerous African 
practitioners themselves, readily apply terms such as ‘religious’ and 
‘worship’ to the sacrificial and other practices of indigenous African 
traditions (for example, Olupona and Rey 2008), Wiredu remains 
wedded to a stipulative definition that delimits the application of 
these terms to ‘unconditional’ acts of devotion. By doing so, Wiredu 
enables himself to reject, as false or inaccurate, many characteriza-
tions of what are commonly called African traditional religions. But 
the reliance of these rejections upon an inordinately circumscribed 
definition of religion, involving what one critic has termed a ‘uto-
pian’ notion of worship (Ani 2019, p. 228), does not constitute an 
admirable example of ‘critical conceptual self-awareness’ (Wiredu 
1995, p. 22). On the contrary, it risks impeding the kind of nuanced 
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comparative conceptual investigation that could result from alert-
ness to the multiple ways in which terms such as ‘religion’, ‘religious’, 
and ‘worship’ are used in everyday discursive contexts, both in Africa 
and elsewhere.

In discussing the concepts of spirit and the spiritual, Wiredu does 
not deny that Akan and other African peoples display spirituality, pro-
vided this is understood ‘in the popular sense’ to mean ‘sensitivity to the 
less gross aspects of human experience’ (1993, p. 669). He does, how-
ever, deny that ‘spirit’ and ‘spiritual’ are applicable to Akan ways of view-
ing the world when these terms are understood ‘in the Cartesian sense 
of non-spatial, unextended’ (p. 669). ‘In Western philosophy’, Wiredu 
remarks, ‘the spiritual seems to be conceived of in an almost entirely 
negative way: the spiritual is the non-physical and non-material, and it 
is extensionless’, ideas which have no counterparts in traditional Akan 
thought (1984, p. 38). This generalization about Western philosophy is, 
however, open to question.

There is undoubtedly an area of debate in Western philosophy of 
religion in which something approximating the notion of a spiritual 
substance that Wiredu attributes to René Descartes is prevalent. Richard 
Swinburne, for example, is well known for defining God as ‘a person 
without a body (that is, a spirit)’ (Swinburne 2016, p. 1), a definition 
that some commentators treat as exemplifying a ‘standard theistic’ con-
ception of God (for example, Philipse 2012, p. 97). Moreover, philos-
ophers who deny the existence of God, or of multiple gods, often do 
so on the basis of a definition comparable to Swinburne’s (for exam-
ple, Edwards 1968, p. 48; Nielsen 1971, p. 126). Those who argue for 
or against personal immortality also frequently assume some ‘Cartesian 
sense’ of ‘immaterial, spiritual substances’ (Flew 1976, p. 143). It would 
be misleading, however, to infer that a disembodied or immaterial sub-
stance, whether singular or plural, is the only conception of a spirit 
available in Western philosophy. As Patrick Sherry has pointed out, the 
miscellaneous contexts in which ‘spirit’ or some cognate term has been 
used include ‘the Bible, Stoicism, Greek medicine, alchemy, scholastic 
metaphysics, and nineteenth-century Idealism’, imbuing the term with ‘a 
complex and varied character’ (Sherry 1984, p. 15). In the light of biblical 
occurrences of the notion of the spirit of God or Holy Spirit, Sherry con-
cludes that, at least in these contexts, spirit is more akin to a power than 
to a substance or entity; suffusing the world, especially human beings, it 
is closely associated with the human heart, the abode of reason, volition, 
emotion, and the capacity to apprehend the divine presence (p. 17). To 
this biblically informed sense, we may add everyday turns of phrase, 
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such as those in which we speak of a communal spirit, of something’s 
being congruent with the spirit of the age (or of the times), working in a 
cooperative spirit, demonstrating a resolute spirit, being in high spirits, 
obeying the spirit of the law (rather than its letter), and so on.

The above selection of examples does not show that the Cartesian 
sense of ‘spirit’ that Wiredu foregrounds lacks an important place in 
Western philosophy. It ought, however, to give us pause before concur-
ring that the notion of spirit as extensionless immaterial substance is the 
paramount sense of the concept. Even if it is admitted that Descartes’s 
influence on the development of modern Western philosophy has been 
prodigious, and that his notion of ‘spiritual substance’ or ‘thinking thing’ 
(res cogitans) has conventionally been interpreted along the lines that 
Wiredu adumbrates, it does not follow that the concept of spirit or of the 
spiritual can plausibly be reduced to that Cartesian formulation. What 
we see when we not only survey Western philosophy more broadly but 
also take into account theological, biblical, and literary sources—not to 
mention the actual applications of ‘spirit’ in everyday parlance—is not 
the austere concept that Wiredu pinpoints, but a more heterogeneous 
and ramified one.

A more thorough treatment of the topic than I have space to pro-
vide here might examine disagreements between Wiredu and other 
African philosophers over whether, or the extent to which, concepts 
such as those of religion and spirit, or the spiritual, do apply to African 
beliefs and practices. In contrast to Wiredu, another Ghanaian philoso-
pher, Kwame Gyekye, for example, has no qualms about describing the 
Akan worldview as ‘spiritual’. ‘The Supreme Being, the deities, the ances-
tors are spiritual entities’, he affirms. ‘They are considered invisible and 
unperceivable to the naked eye: This is in fact the definition of the word 
“spiritual”’ (1995, p. 69). Wiredu has responded by characterizing this 
notion of the spiritual, defined in terms of invisibility and impercepti-
bility, as ‘even more unfortunate’ than the Cartesian one, largely because 
of its capaciousness; ‘it is so broad’, he complains, ‘as to make gravity, 
for example, spiritual’ (1993, p. 670). These and other debates between 
philosophers who are conversant in at least one indigenous African lan-
guage as well as at least one European language are potentially fruitful, 
opening up questions concerning translation and the compatibility, or 
lack of compatibility, between different conceptual systems. What I hope 
to have done in this section is to indicate the importance, when under-
taking cross-cultural linguistic or conceptual analysis, of not adopting 
simplistic definitions of the concepts to be analysed on either side of the 
cultural comparison.
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7.  Concluding remarks
This article has critically appraised the programme of conceptual decol-
onization, chiefly in the form advocated by Kwasi Wiredu. Although, as 
I have argued, the credibility of the programme survives the criticisms 
advanced by Olúfẹ́mi Táíwò, the latter criticisms give us good reason to 
doubt whether the programme’s methods and objectives are as clear and 
viable as their proponents often assume them to be. In particular, Táíwò’s 
reminder that it is far from self-evident what do and what do not count 
as African languages—and hence also what count as autochthonous 
African concepts—is well taken, as is his accentuation of the capacity of 
African authors, including philosophers, to take up and adapt European 
languages in generative ways. Champions of conceptual decolonization 
ought not to be too hasty in accusing Africans who continue to oper-
ate with concepts and languages of non-African provenance of being 
afflicted with a ‘colonized mind’; in many cases, employing such con-
cepts and languages may be a deliberate choice, facilitating modes of 
communication that are vigorous, innovative, and, when called for, suit-
ably subversive of foreign norms and expectations.

Notwithstanding the complexities that Táíwò’s observations expose, 
I have contended that the value of what has been called conceptual 
decolonization depends on the success of particular cases in stimulating 
insightful conceptual inquiry. As it turns out, some of Wiredu’s exam-
ples are less insightful than they might have been, owing to excessively 
constrained construals of the appurtenant English-language concepts 
on Wiredu’s part. To illustrate the point, I discussed his denials of the 
applicability of the concepts of religion and spirit, or the spiritual, to the 
activities and outlooks of the Akan people of Wiredu’s native Ghana. 
Despite the narrowness of Wiredu’s characterizations of these concepts, 
however, we see in these examples intimations of how an exercise in 
conceptual decolonization holds the potential for conceptual enlarge-
ment. This emphasis on the ‘enlargement of conceptual options’ and the 
consequent ‘enlargement of the human mind’ furnishes the conceptual 
decolonization project with the relevance that it has for philosophy in 
general and for a pluralistically oriented philosophy of religion in par-
ticular. It is just that the actualization of this potential will require keener 
attentiveness to the internal diversity of certain concepts than Wiredu, 
on occasions, was apt to display.13

13  Kwasi Wiredu died in January 2022 at the age of 90, during the time when I was carrying out 
research for this article. I dedicate the article to him. For many perceptive comments and questions, 
I am grateful to participants in the Centre for Religion and Public Life at the University of Leeds, 
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