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Linnaeus (1758), writing in the 18" century, stated that all creatures were arranged
by God in a great chain of hierarchy with human beings at the head. He further
indicated that human beings have their own hierarchy of being, with the black race
closest to the lowest animals. In this hierarchy, the white race occupied the highest
position and as such the superior race. The Americanus were considered as
tenacious, contented, free and ruled by custom. The Europeaus, he says are light,
lively, inventive and ruled by rites. The Asiaticus are stern, haughty, stingy and
ruled by opinion. A4fricans are cunning, slow, negligent and ruled by caprice.
Like Linnaeus, Gobineau (1915), writing in the 20™ century, also developed a
biased anthropology. He placed human beings on a hierarchy with Africa at the
bottom. He argued that Europe had attained civilization while others are yet to.
Following the same line of thought, Hume (cited by Chukwudi 1998) wrote, “I am
apt to suspect that the Negroes to be naturally inferior to the whites. There scarcely
ever was a civilized nation of that complexion, nor even an individual eminent in
action or speculation” (p. 214). Hegel (1956) also had a biased perception of the
Negro. He wrote,
In Negro life the characteristic point is the fact that consciousness had not
yet attained to the realisation of any substantial existence.... Thus distinction
between himself as an individual and the universality of his essential being,
the African in the uniform, undeveloped oneness of his existence has not yet
attained. (p. 93).
He thus posits that the Negro is yet to go beyond his instinctual behaviour to
identify a being outside of himself. Following the same line of thought, Levy-Bruhl
(cited by Njoku 1993), questioned the veracity of an untutored African knowing
about God. For him, the African way of thinking is non-logical and full of inner
self-contradiction. Corroborating with Levy-Bruhl, Baker (cited in Richard 1964)
wrote,
The Negro is still at the rude dawn of faith-fetishism and has barely
advanced in idolatry.... he has never grasped the idea of a personal deity, a
duty in life, a moral code, or a shame of lying. He rarely believes in a future
state of reward and punishment, which whether true or not are infallible
indices of human progress. (p. 199).
In the contention of Masolo (1994), at the heart of this debate on the identity of the
African is the concept of reason, a value which is believed to stand as the great
divide bgtween the civil'izec_i and the uncivilized, the logical and the mystical. This
research is concerned with investigating the veracity of these perspectives. It raises
the question as to if there were no Africans around the same period who had made
rational contributions to the development of knowledge. It is in this regard that the
researcher studies the contribution of Anton Wilhelm Amo to knowledge in the 17"
century to see is there was an absence or presence of rationality in his thoughts.
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father and a sister were still alive. He probably died in about 1759 at Fort Chama in
Ghana. Sephocle (1992) describes him thus,

Amo is known as the black thinker, who, in spite of his exalted status, never
came to feel quite at home in 18" century Europe. Consequently, in the later
part of his life, he returned to his native Ghana, where he worked as a

goldsmith. (p. 182).

He basically has two works: /naugural Dissertation on the Rights of Mores
(Africans) in Europe (1726) through which he fought against slavery and for the
rights of Africans in Europe; Dissertation on the Impassivity of the Human Mind
(1734) and A Treatise on the Art of Philosophizing with Sobriety and Accuracy
(1738) a work he produced from his numerous lectures in Halle University, in
which he developed an empiricist epistemology very close to but distinct from that
of philosophers such as John Locke and David Hume. It is on the basis of these
works that Nkrumah (1978), Hountonji (1983) and Osuagwu (1999) refer to him as
an African philosopher.

The Thoughts of Anton Wilhelm Amo
Descartes, who had died in 1650 was a remarkable thinker and a towering figure in

European philosophy and mathematics, which perhaps, from my consideration, was
one of the reasons why Amo decided to deal with his analysis of the mind and body
in his Dissertation on the Impassivity of the Human Mind (1734). First of all, he
adopted the Cartesian Dualism arguing that the mind was distinct from the body
because the body was sensory, changing and contingent; while the mind is linked to
cogitation or thinking, which reveals the essential or necessary invisible feature of
reality that are not sensible but comprehensible. While the body is destroyed after
death, thinking continues. In thinking, we are linked to God who thinks reality in its
clarity and distinctness. However, criticized Descartes's dualism, the opposition
between mind and body, which he found problematic. Amo did not reject the
assumption that mind is a substance, but suggested, that there was inconsistency and
confusion in Descartes' terms — how two fundamentally different substances can be
in union. Taking an agnostic stand, Amo also argued, that "Although I do not know
in what manner God and disembodied spirits understand themselves and their
operations and external things, I do not think it probable that they do it through
ideas." According to Amo, "it is the peculiarity of the human mind that it
understands and acts through ideas, because it is very closely tied to the body."
Nkrumah (1964) wrote thus about him,

The eighteenth-centyry African philosopher from Ghana, Anthony William

Amo, who taught in the German Universities of Halle, and Wittenberg,

pointed out in his De Humanae Mentis Apatheia that idealism was enmeshed
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actisztriig::gzé ghe mind, he said, was conceived by idealism as a pure,
B SR e tsubbstance.' Ideas, ic alleged constituents of physical
ETGE . Amo's 0 be only in the mind, aqd to be incapable of existence
Shiet. many of qliqstlon herc—? was how the 1_dcas, largely those of physical
T pilysic;{ b.W hich were ideas of extension, could subsist ip the mind;
i objects were actually extepded, if they were really ideas, some
must be actually extended. And if all ideas must be in the mind, it
became hard to resist the conclusion that the mind itself was extended, in
order to be a spatial receptacle for its extended ideas. (p. 64)

Tk-le. mind thus must be living, and it could be so only by virtue of the body. Amo’s
critique of Descartes’ suggests that he may have been drawing upon an Akanan
understanding of the subject from his early years in what today is called Ghana. The
metaphysics of the language so to speak., worked its way into his investigations of
philosophy written in Latin. Wiredu (2004) had analysed Descartes’ interactionism
of mind and body in categories that illustrates this point. The Akan would have a
problem with the expression; I think therefore I am. He or she would ask: you are
what? Where? Weridu explains: ~he is the Akan rendition of exist. Without the™
ho™*, which means ““there ", in other words, “*some place’, all meaning is lost. ""ho
**_ standing alone does correspond to existential sense of the verb “‘to be’, which
has no place in Akan syntax or semantics. Returning now to 1 think therefore I am

* and consider the existential component of attempted message as it comes In

Akan. In that medium icated can only be that *'1 am there,

the information commun
at some place’ which that spatial location is essential to the idea of my existence.

In his piece on Inaugural Dissertation on the Rights of Mores (Africans) in Europe
(1726), Amo concerned himself with the rights of Africans in Europe. This
Inaugural Dissertation, which was directly related to his being an African, earned
him candidature in both private and public law. He argued that African kings. like
their European counterparts, had been vassals of Rome. [}y .slavc trade Europeans
were violating the common heritage of Roman law. the principle that all the Roman
citizens Were free, including those who lived in Africa.

ion 1 g
g;’gguagm reported that after Anton Wilhelm Amo defended a phllosophy

dissertation at the University of Halle in Saxony, written in Latin and entit}cd *On
the Impassivity of the Human Mind.” A dedicatory l‘el.tcr was appended ‘i'rom“the
rector of the University of wittenberg, Johannes Goltlngd liraus. Wlm xrmsqd the
natural genius” of Africa, its “appreciation for learning, t‘m‘d its 111cs}|111able

the knowledge of human affairs” and of «divine things.” Kraus
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prejudices of Hegel and Immanuel Kant are emotionally based. One of Anton’s
greatest contributions to mankind and the black race in particular is fighting,
through writing, the end of the deadly and unhonourable Trans-Atlantic Slave
Trade. In fact, Grégoire (1808) describes him as one of "all those courageous men
who have pleaded the cause of the unhappy Blacks and half-breeds, either through
their writings or through their speeches in political assembles, and to societies
established for the abolition of the slave trade, and the relief and liberation of
slaves." The rational baselessnes of the thoughts of Western thinkers is evident in
the fact that a scholar like Levy-Bruhl, who was at the fore of the denial of
rationality to Africans, renounced his theory of pre-logicism before his death.
According to Jahn (1958) in Levy-Bruhl is found “a rare example of scholarly
integrity. In his posthumous notes, he asks himself how he could have ever
conceived so ill a hypothesis, and he comes to the conclusion that ‘the logical
structure of the human mind is the same in all men’” (p. 97).
References : ,
Abraham, W. (1964). The life and times of Anton Wilhelm Anon. transactions of
the Historical Society of Ghana. 7, 60-81.
Gobineau, A. (1915). The inequality of human race. London: William Heinemann.
Gordon, L. R. (2008). An Introduction to Africana Philosophy: New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Gregoire, H. (1808). On the Cultural Achievements of Negroes. Ambherst:
University of Massachusetts Press.
Hegel, G. W. F. (1956). The philosophy of history. New York: Dover.
Hountondji, P. J. (1983). African philosophy:  Myth and reality. London:
Hutchinson University Library for Africa.
Jahn, J. (1958). Muntu: An outline of the new African culture. New York: Grove
Press.
Linnaeus, C. (1758). System of nature. Stockholm: Laurentius Salvius.
Makumba, M. M. (2007). Introduction to African philosophy. Nairobi: Paulines
Publications Africa. "
Masolo, D. A. (1994). African philosophy in Search of Identity. Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press.
Nkrumah, K. (1978). Consciencism: Philosophy and ideology for de-colonisation.
London: Panaf Books.

Osuagwu, 1. M. (1999). A contemporary history of African philosophy. Owerri:
Amamihe Publications,

Sephocle, M. (1992). Anton Wilhelm Amo. Journal of Black Studies. 23. 3. 182-
187.
Smith, J. E. H. (2013). The enlightenments ‘race’ problems and ours.

8 . February.
hitp://opinionator.bl ogs.nytimes.com/2013/02/] 0/wh -has-race-survived/
= sl V& LW Y-NAS-rd S

144

Scanned with CamScanner



Scanned with CamScanner




