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ABSTRACT

This article investigates whether Conversational Thinking can suitably serve as a pedagogical approach
for philosophy education in African schools (primary and secondary levels). We argue that there is a
need to introduce and teach philosophy in schools in Africa. Additionally, we argue that it would be
apropos to adopt a decolonial approach in developing such curricula, which, amongst others, could
accommodate African approaches to philosophy. We contend that African homegrown frameworks,
such as Conversational Thinking, can serve as appropriate decolonial strategies for philosophy
education in parts of Africa. Our reason is that the proposed approach can train the emerging young
generations in Africa, not only to be critical, creative, and innovative, but also to view reality from
African epistemic perspectives. This stems from the fact that Conversational Thinking is one strategy
amongst others that can promote African culture-inspired approaches to knowledge that combine
with basic thinking skills to offer truly African forms of epistemic liberation.
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INTRODUCTION

Children’s education is imperative since the young represent the future of society. In The Republic
(1941), Plato advocates the communal training of children. He argues that children should be educated
to be useful citizens of society. This injunction is as true today as it was in the fourth century BCE. In
Africa, similar philosophers and ideas are not lacking. Those described as the Anonymous Traditional
African Philosophers of the complementary system of thought (Asouzu 2004) have made similar
recommendations in ancient Africa and subsequently. Some contemporary African philosophers, such
as Marcel Griaule (1965) and Oruka (1990), employing what they describe as a ‘conversational
technique’ and ‘philosophic sagacity’ respectively, provide what could be regarded as demonstrations
of Innocent Asouzu’s claim about the Anonymous Traditional African Philosophers. These are
traditional African philosophers who lived before the nineteenth century. They are called anonymous
because their thoughts were not written down and they could not claim authorship. Such thoughts
were mostly expressed in the village assembly and clan’s meetings and readily diffused into wise
sayings, proverbs, and maxims. In time, no one remembers their producers. Some of these thoughts
counsel the importance of training children for society. For example, in Igbo, these sayings apply:
obodo k’ana azuru nwa (children are raised for society); ora n’azy nwa (it takes a whole village to raise
a child); nwa azuru azu n’edozi obodo (a well-raised child tends society).

Similarly, Sophie Oluwole (2014) discusses the ancient Yoruba philosopher Orunmila, whose thoughts
she compares with those of the Greek philosopher Socrates. She provides ample discussion of
Orunmila’s views on the value of education for the young. Max du Preez (2011) also presents ideas of



Mohlomi (1720-1816), a precolonial Xhosa chief who established a kind of academy that prized the
education of the young. These are just some salient examples in the literature.

The problem of this research is that there is a dearth of well-defined and implementable policies on
the philosophical education of African children in various countries on the continent. But for education
stakeholders to formulate and implement such, there is a need for templates. Our proposal here for
the Conversational Thinking approach is an attempt in this regard. There have been calls for
philosophy for children (P4C) on the continent (see Ndofirepi 2011; Ndofirepi and Mathebula 2011).
Some of those calls have even recommended an African philosophical approach (see Ndofirepi 2011;
Ogbonnaya and Besong 2019; Unah 2022). But to the best of our knowledge, none of them has created
a veritable template for their recommendations, as we bid to do here.

On the basis of the preceding, our main research questions are the following. What is the nature of
the conversational approach to philosophy? What makes it African? Why is philosophy education
needed in African schools? And how can such a philosophy education be deployed in African schools?
These are some of the questions we will attempt to address in various sections of this article. In the
sections of this article, we shall go about our task by providing an exposition of Conversational
Thinking. We shall trace the historical antecedents of Conversational Thinking, bring to light the basic
thoughts of this philosophical system, show its inspiration from African thought systems, and
demonstrate its universal applicability. Also, we shall look at the teaching of philosophy in African
schools and possible issues that may arise from this. Finally, we shall make a case for Conversational
Thinking as a pedagogical tool for philosophy education in African schools.

SOCIETY, PHILOSOPHY, AND EDUCATION: TWO ARGUMENTS

Every society has its norms and values. It is through education that these are inculcated in its citizens.
Besides society’s values, it is also imperative to train the young to develop their own capacity to think.
A useful and capable citizen is not only one who has imbibed the values of a society but one who, in
addition, can participate and play an active role in the functioning of that society. Such a responsibility
requires a well-honed capacity to think and to make informed decisions. This capacity is important
both for leadership and followership. For children’s education to be effective, there is a need for the
type of education that trains their mental capacity, and philosophy is the discipline that provides the
best such training. As the capacity for philosophical reasoning is a crucial component of education, the
first thing we are advocating is for this type of training to be incorporated into the schools education
in Africa. By schools we mean primary and secondary education.

The second point that we are arguing for is that this philosophical training should be conducted
through the perspective of African philosophy as a field of study. By this is meant the philosophy
developed from the various cultural world-views in Africa south of the Sahara, which scholars have
shown to have some basic tenets in common (see Jahn 1961; Mbiti 1969; Menkiti 1984; Nze 1989).
For example, John Mbiti argues that ‘... we shall use the singular, “philosophy,” to refer to the
philosophical understanding of African peoples concerning different issues of life’ (1969: 2), due to
the shared beliefs amidst their divergent cultural and religious systems. So, by Africa, African children,
or African philosophy, etc., we follow that accepted convention to refer to the geographical areas
south of the Sahara. Several African philosophers have argued that the commonalities amongst the
cultures in the area provide the basis for a philosophical tradition that can be referred to in the
singular, teased out of African people’s experiences of reality (see Oruka 1975; Okolo 1993; Sogolo
1993; Oladipo 1996; Osuagwu 1999; Oyeshile 2007). Our recommendations in this respect will be
made apparent in the course of this article.



But what kind of philosophy curriculum will be best suited to the training of African children? We
advocate a conversational approach to philosophy education in African schools. This conversational
approach is an African culture-inspired philosophical system that is not African culture-bound when it
comes to its applicability and relevance. Although it is African culture-inspired, it is also universally
applicable. It taps into some of the salient features in African thought, such as their distinctive form
of ideas of relationality, contextuality, and complementarity, to promote a unique method for
studying reality (Chimakonam and Chimakonam 2023). We will deploy this method to offer a suitably
transformed curriculum for schools in Africa. Chimakonam and Nweke’s proposal, code-named the P-
model, argues that a suitable philosophy curriculum in Africa should accommodate insights from other
existing philosophical traditions even though ideas from African philosophical orientations dominate
it. We believe that a proposal for structuring a philosophy curriculum for schools in Africa can be
pluralistic even though predominantly African in approach.

Consequently, our objective in this paper is to advocate a philosophy that will make African children
learn to be critical and creative from African perspectives. This can be feasible for us if we introduce
an approach to philosophy that is broadminded, critical, creative, and inspired by African culture.
Being inspired by African culture speaks to the underlying thought system that conceives knowledge
and reality as trivalent, highlighting the relevance of context and complementation, and the
importance of relationship. Briefly, a trivalent ontology is one that views reality from three logical
dimensions: true, false, and intermediate, which are read as complements of the two polar values
(truth-value glut). Using this logical framework, we will attempt to develop a template for philosophy
education in African schools.

AN EXPOSITION OF CONVERSATIONAL THINKING

Conversational Thinking is a philosophical method we have developed.! There is now a movement or
school of thought that promotes it called the Conversational School. Conversational Thinking derives
from the Igbo root words arumaruka and jruka (Chimakonam 2017). The first is the noun form that
roughly translates to ‘debate’, ‘engagement’, or ‘conversation’. The second is the verb form that
roughly translates to ‘to debate, engage or converse’. As these three are rough English translations,
which do not adequately convey the meanings of the root words, one of them, ‘conversation’, was
chosen and reconceptualized to capture the philosophical meanings of the root words. Conversational
Thinking emerged due to Chimakonam’s dissatisfaction with the approaches of philosophical
particularists and philosophical universalists in African philosophy (2015c, 2018). The first presents
African cultural world-views as African philosophy, while the second presents Western-developed
methods as the only credible tools for doing African philosophy. Chimakonam rejects the first
approach as being African culture bound and the second as promoting Western epistemic hegemony.
Andrew Uduigwomen (2009) and Ikechukwu Kanu (2016) first expressed similar dissatisfaction. Their
solution was to advocate eclectic thinking that fuses the best features of the two approaches to serve
as a viable approach for African philosophizing.

However, L. Uchenna Ogbonnaya (2022) has argued that Conversational Thinking emerged also as a
result of the inadequacy of eclectic thinking. Chimakonam rejects Uduigwomen and Kanu'’s eclectic
thinking for being too simplistic. Their advocacy that a ‘focus on African cultural realities’ should be

1 See Chimakonam (2014, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c); Nweke (2015, 2016); Edet (2016); Egbai (2018); Egbai and
Chimakonam (2019); Enyimba (2021); Attoe (2022); Mangena (2022); Ogbonnaya (2022).



appropriated from the particularist approach and ‘critical rigour’ from the universalist approach leaves
a lot of questions. For example, what exactly are we taking from the African cultural world-views?
What are we leaving out? Why do we need Western-developed methods and the logical baggage that
comes with them? How can the philosophy produced be called African if it is driven by Western
methods and grounded in Western logic?

Thus, Conversational Thinking was formulated primarily to reveal the African epistemic vision more
accurately but, beyond that, also to offer another methodological angle from which to study reality.
It integrates the ideas of contextual analysis and the significance of the notions of the relationship and
complementarity of variables salient in many African world-views to the basic universal features of
philosophy such as critical rigour and argumentation.

The first things to note about the method of Conversational Thinking are that it 1) studies relationships
between variables/agents/concepts, 2) the context of each relationship, and 3) provides a framework
for negotiating contradiction so as to achieve the complementation of mutually opposed variables. To
do this, it prescribes three principles that make it novel and distinctively African: relationality,
contextuality, and complementarity. Relationality states that ‘variables necessarily interrelate
irrespective of their unique contexts, all things considered, because no variable is an ego solus’.
Contextuality states that ‘the relationships between variables occur within specific contexts because
context upsets facts’. And complementarity states that ‘seemingly opposed variables can have a
relationship of complementation rather than mere contradiction’ (Chimakonam and Chimakonam
2023: 335). Here, variables are used as placeholders for any realities, whether animate, inanimate, or
conceptual.

From the above, relationality stipulates that reality may exist as autonomous variables, but those
variables are in a network where they inevitably interrelate. The autonomy of variables and the
necessity for mutual interrelationship are due to two existential facts: the desire for self-preservation
and the reality of self-insufficiency, respectively. The need to secure the self and the awareness that
one is not self-sufficient compel variables to seek out relationships. Conversational Thinking treats
relationships and the contexts in which they occur as crucial to the study and understanding of reality.
Every reality occupies a context that defines it as a unique entity. Its relationship with other realities
has a context too. No reality or relationship can be understood outside of contexts because context
upsets facts.

For example, an object that appears as a tree stump to an observer at 3,000 feet above the ground
(context A) could appear as a soldier to another observer 3 feet away (context B). In this way, we say
that context B has upset the facts yielded by context A. Conversational Thinking prescribes that
contexts be taken seriously for this type of radical impact, which contexts make in our study of reality.
To understand realities, it is important to know what types of relationships they are involved in, what
motivates or compels them to enter such relationships, but above all else, the context of those
realities and those of the relationships they enter into.

Consider, for example, a computer resting on a table. We find that each has what the other lacks. The
computer needs to be propped up to serve its purpose better, but the table might just be a useless
object were it not for the computer. The table’s service to the computer makes it relevant. So, the
context of their relationship is to find relevance. The context of the computer might be the study
room, a business owner’s office, a library, a hacker’s den, a munitions factory, etc. Each context gives
the computer a different meaning and relevance. The same goes for the table. If it is in a classroom, it
becomes a desk for writing. In a bar, it holds up assorted drinks. In a cocaine lab, it will hold up cocaine.
The same table that props up the computer in a study could hold fast chain handcuffs in an



interrogation room. Yet in each context, the computer or the table becomes a missing link that
constructs a never-ending series of relationships.

This relationship tells us more about each object. The computer is not just a computer by design, it is
so by function. It cannot function well without the table and all the parts in it. Suddenly, the value of
its name, ‘desktop computer’ comes alive. Without this conversational study, many of us know that it
is called a ‘desktop computer’ because it is to be placed on a desk, but how many of us have actually
paused to consider the importance of the desk to the functioning of the computer or that the
computer is vital to the desk maintaining its relevance? It does not end here. Even the desk is resting
on the floor. It is made by a carpenter, from wood that comes from a tree and nails fashioned from
iron mined from the ground by someone using all kinds of equipment. We can continue to knit these
relationships together until it becomes clear that everything exists in a network as ‘missing links’
(Asouzu 2004, 2007).

Sometimes, mutually opposed realities may find it necessary to enter into a relationship. Contrary to
the prescriptions of the laws of contradiction and excluded middle, opposites can do more than repel
each other. They can complement. The awareness or drive that each needs what the other possesses,
and vice versa, can set them on a path of complementation. Males and females need each other
because they lack what each possesses. They are opposites, it is true, and can go their separate ways
if they choose, but certain things they might need can compel them to enter into a relationship by
necessity.

Contrary to the Hegelian dialectics in which thesis and antithesis dissolve into a synthesis, opposites
in Conversational Thinking do not dissolve into a new unity. They relate while retaining their unique
identities. This is actually how the world works. For example, males and females are opposites, but
they relate to fulfilling mutual needs without losing their identities. The Christian theology that
stipulates the dissolution of two identities into one, quite similar to the dialectics, is a far cry from how
things are in reality.

In studying relationships and their contexts, we can understand each reality more than we ever could,
focusing on that reality alone. Conversational study is a continuous philosophical enterprise since the
new concepts, ideas, and thoughts generated are also subject to further critical and creative
engagement. When the engagement is critical, it is objective and rigorous, and opens new vistas; when
it is creative, it is revisional, regenerative, and progressive. This implies that at no point in philosophy
can one say that one has reached a final solution for any philosophical puzzle. For to do so would imply
that the journey of reason has come to an end. Each answer yields new questions, and on and on. As
a result, conversationalists, thus understood, always prioritize the sustenance of conversation over
any terminal outcome.

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY IN SCHOOLS IN AFRICA

The call for a proposal for the teaching of philosophy in African schools implies that there is a need to
fashion a philosophy curriculum for children in African schools. Why is there such a need and how do
we respond to it? Given that the essence of teaching philosophy is to make children develop their
mental capacities, it is pertinent to introduce children to philosophy earlier than at the tertiary level
of their education. Such thinking presumably informed the advocacy in America, in the wake of the
war in Vietnam, for the introduction of philosophy in early education. Amasa Ndofirepi explains that
Matthew Lipman produced a course for PAC after the Vietnam War because he believed that the ills
of war arose because most people did not think morally: this, he thought, was something that an early
philosophy education could promote (Ndofirepi 2011: 247). Lipman’s central argument is that there is



a need for a course in philosophy aimed at teaching ‘children to think, because such a course would
develop reasoning skills; [would] also [be] a means of raising self-esteem and developing moral values’
(Fisher 1998: 27). Ndofirepi argued that there was a high demand for teaching thinking skills in schools,
but this was then ignored. To make up for this deficiency in American education, Lipman launched the
Institute for the Advancement of Philosophy for Children (IAPC) at Montclair State University.
Ndofirepi also asserts that this endeavour also led to the establishment of the International Council
for Philosophical Inquiry with Children (ICPIC) in 1985, which was a product of the global impact of the
PAC programme created by Lipman (Ndofirepi 2011: 247). In Africa, however, PAC has remained an
idea in academic papers, and it has not developed into education policy or taken any strong root in
schools where it is needed. The point is that African philosophers cannot just keep discussing the
possibility of P4C programmes without introducing philosophy proper in schools. But what would this
P4C be like?

Lipman holds that P4C is a philosophy that engages children’s minds in their search for meaning
(2003). Here, children’s minds are made to employ philosophy as they search for meaning and
confront reality and their existential situation. The underlying idea is that children, like adults, possess
a thinking faculty, and the best time to begin the training of this faculty is during childhood and not in
adulthood. The philosophy that these children are introduced to endeavours to help them develop a
complex mind that can better understand life situations. In this light, P4C can make it feasible for
children to develop complex reasoning abilities for criticism and creativity. Ndofirepi and Thokozani
Mathebula claim that PAC provides ‘an avenue to individual enlightenment i.e. education that entails
the development of a child’s mind, of rationality or the capacity to think’ (Ndofirepi and Mathebula
2011:127).

According to Lipman, part of the goal of the P4C project is to improve the conditions of teaching and
curriculum development in education systems (1991). Elsewhere, Lipman argues that the goal of P4C
is to help children learn how to think by themselves. In his words:

If the schools could do more than teach children to exercise better judgement, it would
protect them against those who would inflame them with prejudice and manipulate them
through indoctrination. It would make them better producers and consumers, better citizens
and better parents. (Lipman 2003: 273)

Lipman’s argument in the above is that if children are introduced to philosophy at an earlier stage in
their lives, they will develop a critical mind that will enable them to grow into better human beings
and citizens in society. For example, many problems troubling Africa today include bad leadership and
citizenship. There is also the collapse of many societies’ moral fibre, leading to all manner of ills such
as rape and femicide in South Africa, criminality and fraudulent crimes in Nigeria, rampant murder in
Kenya, disposition to violence and conflict in the Congo, Somalia, and so on. These scenarios fuel all
manner of vices that derail social progress and stability in many parts of Africa. Without the
development of critical, creative, and moral thinking in African children, many have grown into
adulthood in such a way that they perpetuate leadership corruption, docile followership, kidnapping,
fraud, and vandalism. Others become easy prey to propaganda and indoctrination, thus fuelling
fundamentalism, terrorism, warmongering, carnage, ethnic violence, and so on. All this can be traced
back directly to the failure of parenting and the collapse of family values, but also to the absence of
philosophy training in schools; schooling remains the most important stage in a child’s development.
Whereas the education system for African schools is mostly organized for the teaching of the arts and
sciences, nothing in their curricula prepares children to develop critical and creative thinking abilities
and moral decision-making.



Hence, PAC is meant to foster a progressive educational agenda that prepares children for citizenship
within a democratic society (Vansieleghem 2005; Fisher 2007; Ndofirepi and Mathebula 2011: 131).
Also, introducing children to philosophy can help them in ‘problem-solving, making intelligent and
informed decisions and acting autonomously’ (Ndofirepi and Mathebula 2011: 132). To the extent that
philosophy provides a kind of enlightenment, it helps children belong to the community of enquirers.
Ndofirepi and Mathebula further buttress this idea with the claim that ‘it is by engaging in a communal
search for understanding’—based on the belief that with the ‘mutual understanding of community
members across differences of opinion and diversity of interest’, which can be achieved ‘through
dialogue and discussion’—that a democratic ethos can be ‘fostered in children at an early age’ (p. 132).

The argument is that philosophy can make children critical and creative as well as help them to
contribute meaningfully to society. If this is right, it is desirable to introduce philosophy in schools in
Africa, which are beleaguered by troubles stemming from a lack of philosophical education. Our focus
in this essay is on Africa south of the Sahara. But this leaves us with the question about the kind of
philosophy that we ought to introduce to African children. Should we teach Western, Asian, or
Polynesian philosophy? Or should we teach them African philosophy? Ndofirepi suggests that it should
be African philosophy, arguing that we need a P4C in Africa that is defined by African-centred criteria
and rooted in African existential circumstances (Ndofirepi 2011: 246, 254). Similarly, Ogbonnaya and
Eric Besong (2019) have vehemently argued that it is to African philosophy that African children should
be introduced. Their reason for this is that an indigenous philosophy seems most likely to deliver
critical and creative skills that align with the people’s vision of reality on the continent. In this way,
African philosophy, which is a philosophy developed from the African cultural world-view, seems
better placed to connect African children to their African roots and enhance their understanding of
the existential challenges and situations they find themselves in. In this way, they can address their
African condition, using African philosophical thinking approaches.?

Some of the common traits that cut across various African cultures include predispositions to
solidarity, harmony, communal relationship, mutual dependence, interdependence, collective
criticism, consensus, fairness, equity, sharing, and caring. These values are canonized in philosophies
such as: ubuntu, found amongst the Bantu people of southern and eastern parts of Africa; ukama,
found amongst the Shona of Zimbabwe; ujamaa, found in east Africa; and umunna and other
communal ethics, found amongst the peoples of West Africa. From these common threads,
Conversational Thinking teases out three principles (relationality, contextuality, complementarity) as
fairly representative and the philosophical articulation of those values. While various scholars animate
these shared values in their discussions of African philosophy, Conversational Thinking articulates
them (as stated earlier) in three basic principles that drive its own approach to African philosophy.
The next section will demonstrate how this approach can drive philosophy education in African
schools.

One objection to this proposal is that it might restrict African children’s vision of the world. We will
address this objection in the final part of this article. In the next section, we shall argue that an
approach to African philosophy that accommodates universality and interculturality is most suitable.

2 ‘African philosophical thinking approaches’ refers to any of the African culture-inspired methodologies, such
as the conversational method. The substance of this method has already been discussed in a previous section.



We will investigate Conversational Thinking to ascertain its suitability as a framework for the
philosophical education of children in African schools.

THE NEED FOR THE CONVERSATIONAL THINKING APPROACH IN THE TEACHING OF PHILOSOPHY IN
AFRICAN SCHOOLS

In this section, we seek to address the main issue of this article, which is to enquire whether
Conversational Thinking can be an appropriate philosophical method for driving and shaping the
teaching of philosophy in schools in Africa. Conversational Thinking as a method is deployed to study
realities through their relationships, the context of those realities, and the contexts of their
relationships. This approach aims at critiquing such relationships and their contexts in order to correct,
to open, but never to close; to create and innovate ideas, thoughts, and theories generated from
African epistemic perspectives and with the goal of ‘identifying lacunas, attempting to fill them up,
creating new thoughts, unveiling new concepts, opening new ideas, and sustaining the conversation’
(Chimakonam 2018: 147). Most problems that confront the world stem from broken or fractured
relationships. Conversational Thinking stipulates that we have a duty to cultivate but also to tend to
our relationships. Tending to relationships does not imply doing so with kid gloves. An authentic
relationship must be critical in order to identify and correct its faults and revise them. It must also be
creative in order to give birth to new ideas, to fill lacunas, and to be progressive. To accomplish these
things, actors must have a mindset that prizes such values as relationship, community, mutual
dependence, interdependence, solidarity, sharing, caring, and harmony. These are values that
characterize various African world-view philosophies such as ubuntu, ukama, umunna, ujamaa,
consensus democracy, and ohakarasi. Conversational Thinking has canonized these values into three
principles that underlie the method as a framework for their modern application.

What is apparent here is that Conversational Thinking accommodates some of the salient features in
African thought already mentioned. The approach of Conversational Thinking seems well suited to a
programme of philosophy education in schools in Africa. First, Conversational Thinking accommodates
the main features of philosophy as a universal discipline, such as critical rigour and creative
prescriptions. In this regard, it can help develop children’s critical and creative thinking abilities.
Second, and in addition, it accommodates some other features salient in African ways of thought,
which it rearticulates and transforms into relational, contextual, and complementary inferences for
modern application.

Therefore, a philosophy programme designed to ride on the crest of Conversational Thinking will help
African children develop and make social sense of inherent relational ideas in their cultural world-
views. For example, children exposed to this type of philosophy education will be able to identify
practices of relationship, community, harmony, and caring in the cultural activities in their society and
to appreciate their relevance in building a decent, peaceful, and stable society. Similarly, they will
learn how to identify practices in their families and cultural world-views that highlight the place and
uniqueness of the individual, the reality of everyone’s self-insufficiency, and the importance of mutual
dependence and solidarity. Finally, they will be able to identify practices in their cultures that promote
the ideas of interdependence, community, and complementarity, even amongst supposed rivals or
enemies, and understand the relevance of such values in cultivating a stable and progressive society.
Jim Unah (2022) has argued that cultivating a stable and progressive society constitutes a serious
reason for teaching character ethics in African schools.

We want to educate African children to imbibe the values of philosophy as a school of wisdom, but
we also want to do this in a way that retains African cultures. In a UNESCO publication of 2007,
Moufida Goucha et al. describe philosophy as a school of wisdom involving learning that ‘incites and



invites questioning without imprisoning it. Quite the contrary, it liberates and provides openings to
the young minds called to become the thinkers and the players of the world of tomorrow, which is
closer than we think’ (Goucha 2007: xvii). To be able to reach this learning expectation, it does appear
that an indigenous philosophy would be best suited for the mental training and development of
children. We do not want African children to grow up imitating or copying their Western or Asian
counterparts. Instead, we want them to think and look at the reality of the world from their cultural
and original standpoints. This, amongst other factors, opens African children to an in-depth
understanding of ways of African thought, which equips them to engage and interrogate African
culture and its existential contexts from within and in an original way.

Taking all three basic principles into account is, for the conversationalists, what it means to think or
approach knowledge from an African perspective. African children deserve to be given a philosophical
education that respects and accommodates their cultural perspective on knowledge. It is in so doing
that their cultural and intellectual identity will be safeguarded from epistemic alienation. Without due
caution in this respect, African children who receive an alien philosophical education? risk becoming
what Placide Tempels (1959) describes as évolués or déracinés—that is, in the position of an African
who is put on a journey to become a European but ends up in the middle, not sufficiently European
and hardly an African, having lost touch with their cultural roots. This is the kind of intellectual
disempowerment that an alien philosophical education can bring about in an individual’s life. In his
famous debate with Heinz Kimmerle, Jirgen Hengelbrock bemoans the effect of foreign philosophical
and intellectual grooming on Africans (see Ozumba 2015: 181-3). He argues that, amongst other
things, foreign educational influence has robbed Africans of originality and pride in their cultures.

In 1903, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote about the problem of double-consciousness or ‘twoness’ experienced
by the African American. In his words:

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is
a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American world, —
a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the
revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense
of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape
of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness, —an
American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in
one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (Du Bois 1903:
4-5)

In the above, Du Bois draws attention to the psychological damage that the encounter with an alien
cultural education causes in someone. Frantz Fanon (2004 [1961]) shares this view when he describes
a psychological condition he calls the ‘colonized intellectual’ as an unfortunate outcome for the
African of an alien education. Recently, Emefiena Ezeani (2014) has diagnosed a similar psychological
condition, which he names ‘colonialysis’ as an effect of an alien education on the African. While we
can refer to colonialysis as the disease that itself afflicts a person’s self-concept, we can look at the
colonized intellectual as a proper victim of the affliction. To avoid this, it is pertinent to consider
carefully the framework that should underpin the philosophy curriculum to be used in the education
of African children.

3 A philosophical education is alien to Africa if its background logic and methods are inspired by non-African
cultures. Some examples would include the Western, Asian, Polynesian, Native American, and South American
philosophical traditions.



If philosophy in African schools is taught following the approach of Conversational Thinking, the
factors we have considered above indicate that the beneficiaries will be able—in addition to acquiring
the rigour of thought that is an expectation of philosophy universally—to use the capacities of their
minds in a truly original way, undisfigured by an alien thought system. What this means is that the
mindset that the approach of Conversational Thinking instils in African children will have the full
complement of philosophical rigour that enables them, on the one hand, to question and interrogate
every belief, custom, institution, norm, idea, or tradition they encounter within and outside their
society and, on the other, to create new ideas and revise existing ideas. Last but not least, it will be a
mindset of original thinking rooted in their culture and indigenous intellectual history that predisposes
children to think relationally, recognize, tolerate, and respect uniqueness, and be open to
complementary relationships with others. Such a philosophical education will imbue African children
with dignity and self-confidence. They will grow up to be creators of original ideas and not just
commentators or imitators of an alien thinking framework.

The essence of this criticality is to ensure that children do not just accept anything they are being
taught or any belief or practice found in their society. They must ensure that whatever they are taught
is worth accepting, holding onto, and practising. Any belief, custom, idea, and tradition that does not
survive the fire of criticism is to be reconstructed. Hence, children who develop a conversational
mindset realize that if a belief, custom, idea, norm, or tradition is faulty, it is to be reconstructed and
reformulated to meet the present demand. So, for the conversationalists, critical engagement goes
together with ‘creative engagement’. Ideas found to be moribund are to be revised or replaced.
Hence, any children groomed in a conversational approach to thinking become critical and creative.
Children must build on existing ideas, customs, norms, and traditions to generate new ones mindful
of the demand of context and the need for progress. This is the spirit of enquiry that the African child
needs to imbibe in order to develop postcolonial Africa and build progressive societies on the
continent.

If these children are introduced early to philosophy through the approach of Conversational Thinking,
they will understand their roles in society as epistemic agents or, in the diction of Conversational
Thinking, as nwa-nsa and nwa-nju. The nwa-nsa is a proponent of a position that they also defend,
while the nwa-nju is an opponent of a position they seek to critique and deconstruct (Egbai 2018;
Enyimba 2021). If this kind of knowledge is passed on to the children at the schools level of their
education, they will always strive to take the seat of the nwa-nju in order to interrogate and
deconstruct every concept, idea, thought, position, social institution, and invention that they know.
But it does not stop at that level: they will go a step further to assume the position of the nwa-nsa to
reconstruct or revise these deconstructed positions and social institutions, and in this way generate
new ones. Overall, they will approach their quest for knowledge from an African perspective.

Here is an application of the conversational idea of critical engagement. If someone who is exposed
early in life to the philosophical approach of Conversational Thinking examines how democracy is
practised in Africa today, they will be dissatisfied with it. This is because the individual will have the
presence of mind to interrogate the relationships that characterize this democratic institution and
realize that they are not delivering on democracy’s promises of equity, fairness, prosperity, and
justice. After critically engaging the democratic systems in Africa, the individual may discover that
some claim to be liberal without respect for liberty in their relationships, while others have no regard
for the rule of law. They might also find that party systems deprive the masses of effective
representation and participation or that the majoritarian principle stifles merit. However, an individual
trained in the approach of Conversational Thinking will not stop at that. They will seek out possible
solutions to the problem of democratic practice in Africa. They may find their answer in pristine
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Africa—say, in a commitment to ‘consensus or deliberative democracy’ with modernization (Wiredu
1980; Carew 2004; Teffo 2004; Wamala 2004). Their reason for subscribing to this kind of democracy
may be that it aligns with the people’s thinking—a system of governance that involves the entire
community and is mindful of the importance of relationships that knit it together. In such a system,
everyone, especially the adult, will be involved in the deliberation and decision-making of their society.
The voices of the minority and masses are heard and taken into consideration for every issue of
concern, because everyone is a missing link in the democratic web. Without this individual’s grooming
in a philosophical approach that views reality as consisting of relationships, this type of relational
insight and independence of thought may not be possible.

It must be noted that no matter how plausible this idea may seem to this individual, they have to
critically and creatively engage with it in order to see how it can work in modern-day Africa. The truth
is that what might have been feasible in pristine Africa may not be feasible in contemporary Africa.
So, the burden is on Africans who have been exposed to philosophical education based on the
conversational approach to modify consensus or deliberative democracy in order to meet the
democratic needs of contemporary Africa. Given that Africa is transforming, the kind of democracy
they may fashion for Africa today may not be relevant for Africa tomorrow. Therefore, they will need
to find ways to engage such a democracy and its institutions in order to ensure they meet political
need in Africa.

What we have been saying so far is that children who receive philosophy education deployed in a
conversational style grow to become critical, creative, and relational. With this approach, anyone who
is not satisfied with the way things are in society or with what they have been taught can ask questions
and, if need be, proffer new ideas that can transform society. To cultivate an African relational and
complementary mindset requires the understanding that realities exist in a network of
interdependence and interrelationship. This is the essence of Conversational Thinking. Our argument
is that if philosophy education is introduced to African children at an earlier stage, and using the
approach of Conversational Thinking, it can produce the best minds to construct a desirable African
future. An innovative and inventive mind seeks out challenges in society and tries to proffer a solution
from a perspective that recognizes and preserves indigenous culture and intellectual history.

We anticipate the objections that might be raised against the conversational approach to philosophy
education, but these do not vitiate our programme. The first objection is that Conversational Thinking,
an African approach to philosophy, may restrict African children to a single culture of philosophy. This
is not credible because the conversational approach can accommodate a plurality of visions. It has the
capacity to bring multiple perspectives into a conversation. This has been demonstrated where
Conversational Thinking has been deployed in relation to curriculum transformation (Chimakonam
and Nweke 2018), and also where the approach has been teased out in its intercultural dimension
(Chimakonam and Egbai 2019). In furtherance of this, we can envisage a philosophy curriculum for
schools in Africa that accommodates insights from other philosophical traditions, even when ideas
and methods in African philosophy remain dominant. We want our children to know our way, but we
would not want them to be totally ignorant of the ways of other intellectual cultures.

The second objection stems from the first objection. The objection is that if African children are
educated from an African philosophical perspective and have full insight into their African intellectual
heritage, this implies that they must not interrogate their African cultural perspective and intellectual
heritage. Many readers may expect us to agree with this, but this is not the case. Conversational
Thinking does not prescribe the acceptance of all that is African simply because the learners are
African. Instead, it is a philosophical system that calls for critical and creative interrogation of
concepts, ideas, thoughts, and institutions, wherever they emanate from, African or not. Thus, our
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point is that African children who are introduced to Conversational Thinking are given a philosophical
tool that will guide them towards critical and creative engagement with their African intellectual
heritage and other non-African intellectual heritages and philosophical traditions. Because
Conversational Thinking is creative and progressive, it allows room for fault-finding and revisions. Any
relationships found to be unprogressive are readily put up for revision, whether it is between agents,
institutions, or components of institutions. It is the duty of one trained in the conversational style to
interrogate every relationship in society and to accept nothing without questions.

The third objection is that the philosophy we advocate for African children is exclusively African and
an exclusive expression of African ways of thought. This would not be correct. Critical reflection on
Conversational Thinking shows that it tilts towards an inclusive, pluralistic philosophy curriculum
(Chimakonam and Nweke 2018). This curriculum does not imply that African children will be taught
only what is African. On the contrary, it holds that they will be taught their African intellectual and
philosophical heritage alongside other kinds. However, it must be noted that a conversational
philosophy curriculum is decolonial.* This entails, amongst others, that the method of delivery and the
thought system that underlies it will be African culture-inspired to ensure that the philosophy
education given to African children is in keeping with the African epistemic formation.

CONCLUSION

Philosophy education is crucial for the development of a quality citizenry. As with the leaders,
followers have critical roles to play in the governance, stability, and progress of their society. To be
able to score serious victory in citizen development, it is important that philosophy education is
deployed early at school levels. There is no place where this is more urgent than in Africa south of the
Sahara. Generational leadership and followership failures have left the continent in a dire condition,
politically, socially, economically, and educationally. We have articulated and recommended a
framework called Conversational Thinking that can drive policy and action for African children’s
philosophy education.

In sum, we have provided an exposition of Conversational Thinking, argued for why philosophy
education is needed in African schools, and demonstrated how Conversational Thinking can provide a
credible framework for this. On the basis of the preceding, we have argued that if African children are
introduced to an appropriate type of philosophy early in their lives, they will learn to think critically,
creatively, relationally, and complementarily. In this way, they will likely grow into upright and
effective citizens with the requisite abilities to address some of the challenges bedevilling postcolonial
Africa and to chart a new course in technological and economic development for the continent. We
envisage that future research will direct attention to the specific topics, themes, and thinkers that will
constitute a curriculum of philosophy education for African children.

4 1t is pertinent to note that the decolonial nature of Conversational Thinking does not imply the outright
rejection of everything European. It implies the removal of any philosophical idea or thought that perpetuates
the colonial agenda—for example, the racist works of Kant, Hegel, and Levy-Bruhl. It also involves the
deployment of Africa-developed methods and thought systems as frameworks that will shape such a philosophy
education.
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