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INTRODUCTION

The focus of this paper is on the place of Hegdés of the Absolute in African philosophy. It
simply suggests a metaphysical theme both in coatek content. It is at the same time aimed atimgak
an assertive portray of African philosophy from anparative perspective and its restriction is am th
idealist philosophy of Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel ar®an philosopher 1770 — 1831.

In his booKThe Philosophy of HistorjHegel had derogatorily detached Africans fronorslity.
Succinctly stated, Hegel conceived the African ras who does everything except the ability to reason
reflect philosophically. This biased assertiorHefgel about Africa as a race could plausibly beuregd
as not only been obsolete but also inconceivabieirrgonsequential, especially when we objectively r
examine African history and culture in additiontihe diverse corpus of literature on African philplsg.
Besides, there are innumerable African philosopimetading Western scholars like Barry Hallen, Thasm
Hodgkin who have done great work on African histand culture as well as the universally accepted
statement that Africa is the cradle of civilizatiavhich reflectively is not devoid of rationality.

However, African philosophy has come to stay. other words, African philosophy has gone
beyond the debate on its existence or reality angractically demarcated from myth. To suppors thi
claim, Uduigwomen expresses that;

The debate or controversy on whether or not treamiAfrican philosophy is dead and buried. Astéa
is a matter of mere historical interest... thered& mn established tradition of African philosopBY. (



This assertion counters any claim about the naristeece of an African philosophy. Thus we are mbise
to examine fundamentally Hegel's philosophical idéthe “Absolute” and its place in African philqstoy.
We shall establish that the notion of the “Absdligenot peculiar to Hegel's thought but is alsbénent

in African worldviews and culture. It will also e that African culture or thought system is anelor
fundamentally on rationality. A position that camly be discovered by critical minds, thus affirguitmat
African source of much of Greek and other civiliaas cannot be denied. Supportive of these f&ctd).
James opines that:

From the Sixth Century B.C therefore to the dedtArastotle (322 B. C), the Greeks made best ofrthe
chance to learn all they could about Egyptiansucejtmost students (from Greece) received instosti
directly from Egypt (1). Thus Greek Philosophy iarty shaped by the Egyptian early Priests and
Hierophants (James 3).

THE ANTECEDENTS OF HEGEL’S PHILOSOPHY

Apparently, philosophers and philosophy had edidttng before Hegel and some of these
predecessors were directly or indirectly influenbgd\frican culture and thought system. Obvioushyly
philosophers like Thales as far back as the sigttiury had visited Egypt to study predominantlyrikh
Egyptian culture. History being the study of pagénts enables the transformation of ideas in rdiffe
epochs thus playing a significant role in the sprefeideas and influence on human thinking.

It is pertinent to mention that the philosophiickdas of every historical epoch is often a reftacti
or reaction to that which preceded it. This his@rinfluence of philosophical ideas extends ta@eles
immediate predecessor Fichte and Schelling botdigds. Equally was Immanuel Kant whose ideas Hege
directly reacted to. For Fichte, Hegel disliked tmientification of the ego and non-ego in the ‘Aloge’.
This may be contrary to Hegel's holistic notiontloé Absolute. Regarding Schelling, Hegel agredtl wi
him in the identification of logic with metaphysic§hese three however, considered reality asviadi
and evolving process” (Avey 179).

Of much significance, Hegel was directly and l&ygefluenced by Immanuel Kant's philosophy
especially that of synthesizing empiricism andarlism as demonstrated by the functions of spade a
time as categories that must be in place for egped to be meaningful. In other words, Kant wathef
view that space and time are logically, categqrieseding experience and gives it its form. Thisifon
of Kant may have inspired Hegel to react by comipgwith a new logical method, which he called the
dialectics.

Hegel may have dealt a great blow on the legadynafanuel Kant (1724 — 1804) by achieving
that which Kant his predecessor thought could moad¢hieved. This he successfully did by anchoriag h
philosophy and logic on the “Absolute idea”. Kantbundation for the attack on abstract concepts wa
laid in his refusal to submit absolutely to thaamalist tradition of thought. Rather, he attendpigth a
clear logicality a synthesis of both opposing s¢hearationalism and empiricism.

Albert E. Avey has pointed out that Kant's “Critig| of pure reason” was the root of Hegelian
doctrine (180). It was in this work that Kant niedr empiricism with rationalism. For Kant, Hume
attempted to reduce to phenomena what can neger tegluced. This includes the presuppositionsior p
frameworks that gives phenomena the form they haweeordingly, there can be no specific items iacsp
and time for one who has nor capacity to percepaes and time. Avey further express Kants thoughts
that the assertion;

This is an instance of spatiality is impossiblehwiit the assumption of a logically prior generaaicf
spatiality ... the capacity for experience cannotegate from experience. The case is similar witfeti
Space and time are a priori forms of experiend®@6) 1

Kant had argued that in order to have a coheretingi of the world, there must be concepts andyosites

of understanding, which organizes the raw matefiaense experience into knowledge. Accordingly:
We could not understand or even think about whaewgerience without certain detailed concepts. For
example without the idea of space and time, wectnat perceive things as things at all. (Readeitest
642)



Simply stated, the concept of “space” and “time"strioe in place for experience to thrive. Spacetizmnel
are not derived from experience, they exist pogxperience.

What struck Hegel significantly was Kant's argumntrat it is not possible to know ‘things-in-
themselves’ or things as they really are. Thidi@sgghat knowledge of things outside or beyondegigmce
(noumenal world) cannot be known. For him, sudities are “known only by God and his angels, who,
being non-physical; do not have sense experieAttehat human beings can know is what Kant cattesl
phenomenal world” (Reader’s Digest 642).

In other Words, since the forms (space and tirhpeoception and thought are due to the structure
of the knower, it follows that they can give no Wedge of ‘things-in-themselves’ (noumena) beyond
experience. We can think of the noumena (thing®fe experience) but we cannot know them. Avey
explicitly explains this with an illustration.

We cannot discuss the nature of the soul exceptiins of its manifestations in empirical psychologior
can we talk about the material world in transcehtiEms, terms referring beyond our possible expee.

If we try to do so we get into antinomies, two imgeatible points of views, each of which seems dgual
convincing. (167)

From the above, one can infer that Kant had abasditire idea of absolute certainty concerning utéma
reality to sense experience. This may imply tihaetaphysics is impossible, that it is impossibletfee
human mind to achieve theoretical knowledge ab#ubfareality (Stumpf 310). This is obviously a
departure from the rationalist notion that humasom can penetrate the natural secrets of ultireatiy
without recourse to sense experience. Based snkhnt set forth his “critical philosophy” desdrip the
limits of the human mind. Accordingly, he asséngst:

...the mind is structured in such a way that it ieef@r barred from going beyond the realm of sense
experience, the realm of phenomena or appearai8tesipf 312)

This can be interpreted as meaning that the phenalmworld is permanently fixed by the
categories, which the mind imposes upon the obfg@sgperience. The categories include spaceiamg] t
cause and effect, existence and negation, etbislsynthetic a priori judgement’, all these categs or
concepts are possessed by the mind prior to experiend are employed in relation to objects thugmga
knowledge possible. In Kant's critical philosophyg thoumenal aspect of an object is what that olgjext
such. That is what the object is like when thegaties of the Mind are not imposed on it. Fomepie,
we can only experience the appearances of a gm®e @henomena) and not what the apple are as such
(the noumena). Here, the appearances of the apjebeperience are different from the abstract asplect
the apple that bears the appearance. That isnd#he green apple, there must be something whieh t
colour green is related.

According to Kant, though we can say there isdessthe appearance of the green apple, the thing-
as-such, we can never know anything about thigitiiritself. This is because, the categories efiNtind
only apply to the phenomenal world and not to thiag-in-itself. Thus “knowledge is of phenomena,;
noumena may in a sense be thought, but not knotwey(167). This implies that reality cannot be kmo
because knowledge is only possible when the categof the Mind are imposed upon the object we
experience, secondly, we do not experience the-iniitself, except the appearances.

A critical examination of Kant's argument showstertfall in his critical philosophy which no
doubt influenced the Minds of the idealist philosers like Fichte, Schelling and Hegel. Obviousiysay
that the noumena exist but that we cannot knowhamytabout it, is a contradiction, for we assest it
existence. The question is from where comes tha al its existence? In this respect, Stumpf pauots
that:

For Kant to say therefore that the thing-in-itdelthe cause of our sensation is to contradicohis rule
for limiting the use of the categories to our judgns about the object of sense experience (313).

This means that to assert the existence of thg-hiitself is to go beyond the limits, which Kasst for
knowledge because for him, existence is a concpplieal to only the objects of experience. The
implication is that Kant seems to have retainedaiiably what his critical philosophy was set out to
eliminate.



Suffice it to say that Kant's strongest argumeghiast the metaphysicians before him who
according to Kant had erroneously ascribed existancsupposed beings and realities beyond sense
experience, did inspire the idealists especiallg¢iéo come up with his notion of the ‘Absoluteadas a
defense of metaphysics. We shall then examinelldedea of the Absolute and later on relate i\fdcan
philosophy.

HEGEL'’S IDEA OF THE ABSOLUTE

From the preceding, one can now understand Hegtdrtafter a clear understanding of Kant who
greatly influenced him with his “critical philosoph While Kant had argued that the Mind imposes it
categories upon experience the idealists espetiafel rather came up with the theory that evejgaib
and therefore the entire universe is a productiafimHere there is a difference between ‘the Mianltl
‘Mind’. The former is finite while the latter igfinite and eternal. Hegel therefore set for agfarmation
of Kant's critical philosophy into Absolute ideatis As an idealist, Hegel was of the view that thenenot
be any unknowable thing-in-itself and that bothd¢betent and forms of knowledge must be the prodiict
the mind contrary to Kant's notion that the minaguwces the forms of knowledge through the various
categories and that the forms of knowledge redbigie material content from the given of our expede.

In strong terms, Hegel's reaction to Kant's cétiphilosophy is that “the real is rational and the
rational is real”.
When he says this, he does not mean by “the readit @n empiricist would. He admits, and even yrges
that what to the empiricist appear to be facts ang, must be, irrational; It is only after theimpapent
character has been transformed by viewing thenspects of the whole that they are seen to be &dtion
Nevertheless, the identification of the real arglrditional leads unavoidably to some of the congpleg
inseparable from the belief that whatever is,gbtii The whole, in all its complexity, is calleg Hegel
‘the Absolute’ (702).
When we consider Hegel's theory that every redditsational and that the rational is real, Stumpihes
in this respect that; since there can be nothikgowvable, the idealists and Hegel in particulamisfident
that he could know the inner secrets of absol@ktye Furthermore, the reality for the idealistexpressed
in some form of rationality because, they have adgthat there is no independent and essentially
unknowable external thing — in — itself that caussssciousness rather, it is only Mind that produte
object of our knowledge (314).

In this connection, one may note that we expedanternal things in the world independent of us.
If therefore all objects of our knowledge are theducts of ‘Mind’ as against our individual mindken,
we can attribute all objects external to us tohmegroduct of an intelligence other than that dihae
individual. Thus Hegel concludes that all formskobwledge, all objects indeed the whole univesse i
product of an absolute subject, an Absolute MintedaGod. It is pertinent at this juncture to coles
some steps taken by Hegel in arriving at the caiatuof an Absolute idea.
The Nature of Reality

The world for Hegel is like an organic process dmaf many related parts and arranged in a
system). The real is what Hegel called the AbsoluTheologically, the Absolute is God. However,
Hegel's idea of the Absolute does not refer to mdeseparate from the world of nature or individual
persons. Obviously, his reality is a departurenfriglato’s distinction between appearance and yealit
Everything in the world of Hegel is related. Naifpiis unrelated. Thus, a question about the separa
individual things we experience different from Higgel according to Stumpf would say:
Whatever we experience, as separate things wilh wameful reflection, lead us to other things tackih
they are related until at last the process of diaal thought will end in the knowledge of the Ahse.
(316)
Here one notes that the Absolute is not the urfitthings as such since Hegel rejected the conckpt o
materialism which holds that there are separatégefiparticles of hard matter which when arranged i
different formations make up the whole nature ofgh. Also rejected by Hegel is the extreme a#tve
as conceived by Parmenides and Spinoza that “dwegyis one” or “a single substance with variousle®
of attributes” respectively.



For Hegel, the Absolute is rather a dynamic precas organism having parts but nevertheless
United into a complex system. Thus, one understatediel as saying that the inner essence of theldtes
could be reached by human reason that is, by tiffesince the Absolute is described in both Nature
the working of the mind. In this connection, thbsalute, nature and Man’s mind are all connected by
thought for example, a person’s way of thinkingsdt were fixed by the structure of Nature, tabiy the
way things are naturally ordered. Things behagewhy they do because the Absolute expresses itself
through the structure of Nature. In other wordgeason thinks about nature, the way the Absolute
expresses itself in nature.

Here, we see a major departure of Hegel from héslgressor Kant. Whereas Kant sees the
categories of the Mind (space and time) as thathvhierely makes knowledge possible, Hegel sees the
categories as having a mode of being independeanyfindividual mind except the Absolute Mind.
Equally while for Kant, the categories are conceiws a mental process thus, providing the critical
explanation of the modes and limits of human knodgte and as concepts in the human Mind by which
the Mind can understand and experience the wdré, &re on the other hand for Hegel, not only mienta
processes but are objective realities possessing belependent of the thinking individual.

Here Hegel succeeded in transforming Kant’s @itghilosophy into Absolute idealism since for
Hegel, the categories do not have their existend¢kd individual mind but in the Absolute. Hegelika
Plato never ascribed any independent existendetodtegories or universals. They are rather ieratgnt
of any subjective mind. This means that ideasabegories are not different from things (objeciis? |
chair, trees, apple etc. Example what is in aefab not more than the universals or categofies e
find in it. There is no unknowable part of theléals held by Kant (the thing-in-itself). The umisals or
categories have their being (existence) indepenaletite knowing subjects. Thus the object of thdug
consist in thought itself.

Logic and the Dialectical Process

Logic in the Hegelian conception is equated witttaphysics. Here, knowing and being are one
and the same thing. The rational is thereforetitied with the actual. The actual is where logiwd
logical connections are discovered. It is throlagiic that we deduce from our experiences of thaagc
the categories that describes the Absolute.

Hegel's dialectic is expressed in a triadic sttt the Thesis> Antithesis=> synthesis. The
graduation or movement from the thesis to synthésia continuous one. From synthesis, a newghesi
develops and the process continues until it entlseiribsolute. This indicates thought insteadashing
to a halt, it rather moves in a contradiction. Heer, Hegel's basic triad is that of beiffigNothing >
becoming. It suggests that one common featuredfauall objects is their being (existence). Ipigor to
any specific thing and a general concept the Mandformulate.

Logic therefore begins with the indeterminate, fdegturelessness preceding all definite character
especially as the first of all things. It is beiftbesis), the first concept in Hegel's philosophistem
having no content. The lack of content in Hegbking is based on the fact that once it is givaneso
content, it ceases to be the concept of pure Baimghat of something which might limit its existen

The movement from Being Not Being occurs when we contemplate Being wittamyt particular
characteristics. Thus Being and not-Being ares#tme because the concept of Nothing is a deduection
being (something). This implies that the antiteéBlothing” is contained in the thesis Being. Thimd
moving from Being to Nothing results to a thirdegdry ‘Becoming’ which for Hegel is the Unity of iBg
and Nothing. Here, Becoming is conceived as thsoAlie idea, a process of self-development. While
logic begins with the abstract concept of Beingiurarather begins with another abstract concapiaee.

THE PLACE OF HEGEL'S ABSOLUTE IDEA IN AFRICAN PHILO SOPHY

In this section, our concern is not to define édn philosophy or argue for its existence. Foresom
time past, this had been the major concern of eresgarcher or writer on African philosophy. Thihg
available corpus of literature on African philosgpdnd philosophers could lead to the conclusion tha
African philosophy has come to stay and is reah limicontext and content.



We shall therefore focus our attention on the afe&frican metaphysics and try to find the place
of Hegel's Absolute idea in African thought systenworld-view. The idea of Reality, Being or Abstd
idea as conceived by Hegel no doubt has its ptaédrican culture. According to Bartholomew Abam@k
reality is “all that is perceptible or conceivablethe basis of human experience of the unived®: (This
in a way is to be understood as that which undeAfeican beliefs, signs and symbols. The unityeaflity
as a whole in the African context stems primarfitgm the fact that reality that is, things as tleeg in
themselves, are different from appearance, th#tiisgs as they appear to us in our individual gitamy,
subjective state as a whole. This is opposed toimgriess. According to Kwasi Wiredu: “Any claim t
know something as it is in itself would be a codirtion as much as it would amount to a claim town
something as it cannot be known” (113).

Here, Wiredu an African indigenous philosophepear to deny Kant's cognizance of a “thing-in-
itself that cannot be known. He however seem teegith Hegel’s holistic notion of reality. It igjeally
a contradiction in line with Hegel's clear versioindialectics of Being and not-being.

Reality in African context cannot be reduced tdhitggness. Something must always exist.
According to Abanuka in line with the Hegelian ception; “all particular things have one thing in
common; they are all real” (21). This implies talitthings have being, existence, which in Heglelgic
is derived from non-being. Abanuka argues furthat “so far as all particular things are realythee not
repugnant to one another, and their reality musedrom one source or an ultimate support or tygali
(21). Reality in thought actually is a combinatafrboth experience and ‘being’ serving as thandte or
support. The question one is likely to ask is wb#tis ultimate support or source? Answering tjisstion
takes us to the ontological base of African thowgylstem.

Thus, the ultimate support referred to here isleeber in a supernatural Being which as perceived
by the African is the highest of all beings. T8igpernatural Being no doubt is conceived in théonatf
God the Creator of the universe.

The African supernatural being is supreme amoh@gi@rchy of beings. This Supreme Being in
the African context expresses itself through ofmaaller beings such as deities, ancestors, spikitss
etc., which are further expressed in either aniroate-animate things around us. Thus both objaents
human are discovered by reason to connect oneartotthe Supernatural Being.

According to Eneh;

The African believes that man’s ontology or notidrexistence is a relationship with all the existegings

or forces including God. This is because the Afti@accepts that he lives in a coordinated, harnusnio
united and religious universe — the universe ctbabedered and directed by the supreme force. The
Highest force-God is responsible for the existesfcall other existent beings and things or forded).(

This shows that the African concept of ontologyp#sed upon the interconnections and interactions of
beings. At this juncture, we cannot hesitate tmiathat reality is perceived from a holistic pezstive.

A theory that is in agreement with Hegel's insepana of things. To buttress this holistic viewreflity,
Eneh succinctly states that “for the African, thisra harmonious linkage between these forces wiahu
beings, animals, things, plants etc” (15).

It is pertinent to note that the principle of miticy as conceived in African tradition, deals wita
first cause or origin of all things. For therengsother principle that can be conceived as marddmental
than ultimacy itself. Its significance is foundalhthings being a manifestation or expressiathefultimate
reality itself (being). Thus in African belief, &tever that has ontological reality is what it écéuse the
reality it possess has its basis on the ultimatgroor support of all things.

Inferring from the above, we can assert that tiiecan idea of the universe is conceived as unitary
and this can be likened to Hegel’s concept of iassge world of things. This includes ancestoedtiab,
divinities, spirits man, rivers and even the deawsidered as not being far removed from the living.

Argumentatively, if reality is conceived as théatity of everything, which is and their ultimate
support, source or force, then, every particuleagtis a part of the whole of reality. Just as élextotality
of reality ends in the Absolute idea or Being, ifini¢an tradition, you will agree, that, every olijet being
or existence and their relation is an attributéhefsupernatural being linked by other hierarchigaihgs.



With this interconnectedness of beings ending énstipernatural, and the Supreme Being or forcentehi
all things having a holistic character, we candikieis African notion of Supreme Being to Hegelisdry
of the Absolute idea. This two are experiencedraadhed by means of reason, which in a techrécedes
is part of itself.

Thus, the traditional African perceives existenghether physical, visible or invisible or
immaterial as one because of the ontological watiip among all beings. He does not make a strong
distinction between spiritual values from the pbgéiife because the African thought patterns aceem
congress than abstract. This is in a way similddégelian conception of totality.

CONCLUSION

We should be reminded once again and in summéhianthe Supernatural Being (God) is the
center of all things in so far as it contains self all the characteristics which are manifestedarying
degrees in all particular things. Since in thiarection, reality is a totality of all that is aadchored on
the supernatural Being or Force, it is realized, tA&rican Being or not-being cannot be experienbgd
sense experience as an apple is, it is therefaheel in conclusion, through reason or Mind. Adtay
to Eneh in Hegelian manner,

The African believes that man’s ontological or notof existence is in relationship with all the st&int
beings or forces including God. This is because Alfrican accepts that he lives in a coordinated,
harmonious, united and religious universe — thevanse created, ordered and directed by the Supreme
Force. The Highest Force — God is responsibl¢hieexistence of all other existent beings andgthior
forces (14).

This implies that the totality of reality in Afrioaradition is rational and that, which is ratigrialreal. A
theory already held by Hegel.

In a dialectical manner, the principle of nothifigtinguishes reality from what it is and this het
distinguishes itself from nothing (thesis — Antifse— synthesis) it take a unity of being and magtb get
at the real.

Finally, Being or force in African context permestall things and is responsible for what is and
what is not. According to Idjakpo in UduigwomehetAfrican do not look at Being as God, Reality or
something mysterious. All these for him represamects of Reality. In other words, the Africanndd
consider reality to be one, two or many as in Paides, Descartes or Spinoza respectively but yeadit
a holistic notion similar to Hegel's concept of thiasolute idea.
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