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Abstract Traditional wisdom — its expressions and representens in Af-
rica and beyond: Exploring intercultural epistemology. Taking our lead
from Aristotle’s influential distinction between dbretical and practical
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knowledge, wisdom is initially defined as creatpractical knowledge that al-
lows one to negotiate the pitfalls and contradidiof human life (especially
in domains that are not tightly rule-governed, #mat thus carry considerable
uncertainty, ambivalence and incompatible multtplghs), and to accept both
the social nature of human life, and its finituédter indicating (1) the resil-
ience of wisdom as a topic in modern thought anense (in such fields as
the auto-critique of Western culture, globalisatitethnological development,
psychology and philosophy), a brief overview of adagm in various periods
and regions of the world is presented (2). Thenthte ofexpressionn wis-
dom is highlighted (3): while scholarship thrivas explicit and specialist lan-
guage use, wisdom is often secret and risks bessgalyed by expression and
translation. Next (4), a context for the appreoiatof expressions of tradi-
tional wisdom is created by offsetting these agamsr modes of ‘tacit mod-
ern unwisdom’, in such fields as corporality, castftegulation, the concept of
mind, and myth. The next section (5) deals withghbssibility of an intercul-
tural transmission of wisdom, within and outside arademic context, and
identifies the mechanism of situational oppositldreming that makes tradi-
tional wisdom both an alterised object of study argite of identification and
encounter. The argument then proceeds (6) to défieespecific difference
between scientific and wisdom modes of knowing, aeds this in the for-
mer’s reliance on standard, repetitive, intersubjecproceduresof knowl-
edge formation embedded in limiting conditions. Thoer modes of tacit
modern unwisdom (4) are then contrasted with — nmoke convincing — Af-
rican perspectives on the same topics (7). Finatigrcultural philosophy is
argued to refer to a situation where Western magast philosophy has to
give way to a wisdom perspective as defined above.

Key words epistemology, tradition, phronesis, Africa, imtgtural, intercul-
tural philosophy, wisdom, negotiating the practigaiblems of social and po-
litical life

Résumé La sagesse traditionnelle — ses expressions eprésentations en
Afrique et ailleurs : Des explorations dans I’ épigemologie interculturelle.

En suivant la distinction tellement importante distote, celle entre le savoir
théorique et le savoir pratique, la sagesse esigmioement définie comme le
savoir pratique créateur qui nous permet de négtesepieges et les contra-
dictions de la vie humaine (surtout dans les doegagui ne sont pas étroite-
ment réglementées, et qui ainsi impliquent dedentitude considérable, de I’
ambivalence, et des vérités multiples et mutuellgnmecompatibles ; un tel
savoir nous permet aussi d’ accepter la vie humdams sa qualité sociale et
dans sa finitude. Apres avoir indiqué (1) la résitie de la sagesse comme su-
jet dans pensée et dans la science modernes {fdigoe de la culture occi-
dentale, la mondialisation, le développement teldyigue, la psychologie et
la philosophie), nous présentons un coup d’ceiadmflesse dans plusieurs pé-
riodes et régions du monde (2). Puis nous metimgnhieére sur le dilemme
de I'expressionde sagesse (3) : tandis que la science dépenklisage de
langue explicite et spécialisée, la sagesse sowstrdecréete et risque d’ étre
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détruite par I’ expression verbale et par la tréidac Puis (4) nous proposons
un contexte pour I’ appréciation d’ expressionsagesse traditionnelle, en les
contrastant avec quatre modes de ‘folie / non-smgesplicite moderne’, dans
les domaines de la corporalité, la régulation dasflitcs, la conception de
I'esprit, et le mythe. La section prochaine (5pstupe de la possibilité d’ une
transmission interculturelle de la sagesse, sodein soit a I’ extérieur d’ un
contexte académique ; ici nous identifions le méraa d’ encadrement op-
positionnel et situationnel qui rend la sagessdittomnelle un objet altérisé
aussi bien qu’un lieu d’ identification et de rentre. L’ argument continue
par une tentative de définir (6) la différence sfiguee entre deux modes de
savoir, celui de la science et celui de la sageksscience se base plutdt sur
des procédures de connaissance (standardiséesifivépgéintersubjectives)
encadrées dans des conditions limitatives. Puigeé/jjuatre modes de ‘folie
implicite moderne’ (4) sont contrastés avec despetives africaines sur les
mémes sujets, en démontrant que les derniéresbsanicoup plus riches et
convaincantes. Finalement, la philosophie inteucalte est définie comme
s’adressant a une situation ou la philosophie dantenoccidentale n’ a qu’a
reculer devant une perspective de sagesse telleliguést définie dans notre
argument.

Mots-clefs épistémologie, tradition, phronese, I'Afriquetdrculturel, philo-
sophie interculturelle, sagesse, négociation pratides problémes de la vie
sociale et politique

1. The resilience of wisdom as a topic in modernth ~ ought and
science

In the first booming period of Western philosopliye fourth century
BCE, the analytical mind of Aristotle distinguisfiedetweenssphia
oopio, as specialist theoretical knowledge including thfathe philoso-
pher, andphroresis gpovnoic as creative practical knowledge that allows
one to negotiate the pitfalls and contradictionqwafan life.Phroresis
deals with sensitivity to life’s problems in conesituations — the wis-
dom that we also find in the widespread genre adem texts’. Empha-
sis here is on those domains of life of which weildsay today that they
are not tightly rule-governed — cf. Wittgensteinr6I9- and thus carry
considerable uncertainty, ambivalence and mutuattgmpatible multi-
ple truths), and to accept both the social natdraumnan life, and its

3 Arist., Eth. Nicom1140a and following.
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finitude. The concept ophroresis has been influential throughout the
history of Western thought and especially in thertieth century has
been reconsidered from various andles.

Throughout, the perspective on finitude has renthingortant in
approaches to wisdom. Already prominent in Platplays a central role
in the work of Dilthey, Heidegger, Sartre, Gadanaexj Ricoeur.On the
psychological side, Taranto, in a synthesis onpfrexeding decade of
wisdom research, concludes — and | find this viduyninating — that

‘factors relating to wisdom (age, experience, iigehce, knowledge, intui-

tion, common sense, and personality) can be unifiedretically if wisdom is

viewed aghe recognition of and response to human limitdt{daranto 1989,
my italics; also cf. Fowers 2003).

Meacham (1983), emulating Socrates’s famous paradox

‘I know nothing except the fact of my ignoranceigBenes Laertius Il 16),

stresses another dimension of finitude in the cdrdéwisdom:knowing
that one doesn’'t knowiwo decades later, Ardelt (2004) in a review of
the Berlin Wisdom Paradigm in psychology (with su@mes as Baltes,
Kunzmann, Sternberg and Achenbaum), and seekistety away from
the latter's expertise-centred orientatfomakes significant additions to
the Taranto position:

‘...I consider compassionate and sympathetic lovechviepresents the affec-

tive dimension of my three-dimensional wisdom meodalintegral component

of wisdom, and | would predict that wisdom as aspaality quality is posi-
tively related to forgiveness.’

Also Kramer (1990) speaks of the ‘primacy of affeognition relations’

* Modern treatments gshroresis include Gadamer 1960; Macintyre 1981; Bernas-
coni 1989; Flyvbjerg 1993; Gallagher 1997; Noel 9 98ractical studies of phronesis
in a concrete modern setting are Halverson 200Mala004. Also cf. the stimulating
Brussels 2007 paper by Koutsoumpos & Zhuang (2007).

® Cf. Heidegger 1983; Ricoeur 1960; Sartre 1943;aBs 1960; also cf. Hyland
1995; de Mul 1993; Smith 1991.

® Cf. Horn & Masunaga 2000. At the 2007 Brussels Sysium, the expertise aspect
of wisdom was articulated by Professor Baetens @eare in response to my key-
note address.
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in the conceptualisation of wisdom.

However, another major form of finitude which so li@as been un-
derstudied in the context of wisdom,tiee awareness of the finitude of
one’s own and the other’s specific cultural oridgmda in intercultural
situations, hence the awareness of plurality, ingatibility, conflict, and
the need to negotiate these within a wider socidtpal framework we
shall come back to this point repeatedly.

In recent decades, there has been considerablesppiiical and
general-intellectual / academic effort directeaffdrding wisdom a more
central position within philosophy, science, andderm thought in gen-
eral. This heterogeneous movement can be seers@seng to a num-
ber of major developments in the North Atlanticioegand the world at
large:

1. Beyond the Enlightenment heritage

The recognition that the project of the Enlightentmevith its firm belief
in the liberating and world-innovating power of sjadised reason, has
been shattered in the wars and genocide of thehNgfantic region in
the twentieth century. These violent conflicts h&wgher intensified, for
a considerable part of the world population, ai€rd meaning already
brought about by secularisation, urbanisation, sgidntific and techno-
logical advancement; from this crisis, time-honalutecal and foreign
wisdom may offer relief in a new bid for survivarbugh spirituality (cf.
Waaijmans 2002: 335f).

2. Globalisation

The second point is globalisation, which after tlemise of European
colonialism and despite subsequent North Atlanigents (recently less
and less convincing) of global hegemony, yet dioeme (partly through
such globalising knowledge strategies as anthrgyolmtercultural phi-
losophy and — however criticised, cf. Said 1978 refalism; partly
through millions of people’s personal experienceéhwntercontinental
travel and migration; partly through the quest tf@nscontinental roots)
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the irreducible potential of modes of knowing (aftgéesignated as ‘wis-
dom’) outside the Western mainstream traditionhafught and science.
These modes of knowing are now being recognised,

a.

not just for their own intrinsic value in their gmal geographical
context, but also

because they have been subjected to globalisirgymefations
(one conspicuous form of such a globalising refdatmon is the
appropriation of ancient ‘non-Western’ wisdom —easplly from
South and East Asia, Africa and North America -e itite global
New Age movement, where it is blended with seletyiappropri-
ated state-of-the-art science and technology) pamntcularly
because effective globalisation has produced commiegblematics
concerning the co-existence and conflict of wordvs, religions,
cultures, ethical systems, legal systems, for wiNcdnth Atlantic
thought and experience (caught in an Aristoteliad &artesian
logic of insurmountable opposition and differendees not offer
ready answers, and which may only be negotiatezlighr a com-
bination of practical wisdom strategies (especitliigse aiming at
the avoidance, reduction and termination of violemtflict) from
various origins. It is worth noting that scholarsm all continents
have contributed to this exploratién.

" Cf. Takahashi 2000 (who stresses, for the anciésdom literature from Western
Eurasia, analytical ability, as contrasted for mm@&usive and synthetic orientation
in South and East Asia — a similar distinction iad® by Garcia & Pelechano 2004 —
and who highlights the themes of void and co-depeod as central to the Asian
tradition. There is no consensus in the literabg¢o the relation between scientific or
intellectual knowledge versus wisdom-related knalgke Coomaraswamy 1943 and
Ardelt 2000 rely on such a distinction. HoweverjjBos 1995 sees the two forms of
knowledge converge from a systems perspective enBdthe 1968 calls science ‘a
road to wisdom’ (thus also Maxwell 1984; also reéc€hninese philosophers have
been interested in the transformation of knowleid¢@ wisdom: Guorong 2002). For
a Neo-Thomist approach to the relation betweennseieand wisdom, cf. Maritain

1940.
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3. New technologies and ancient wisdom

In the third place, globalisation has inevitablyologht the encounter
between the technologies of the developed countiies local technolo-
gies in other parts of the world, in the agriciddymmedical, organisa-
tional, and other fields. After hegemonic North akilic ethnocentrism
had dominated the development scene for severadddsedrom the mid-
dle of the 20th century on, in the most recent desahe awareness has
grown that, since any specific technology is pdrttlee culture and
worldview of its owners, the one-sided hegemonipasition of technol-
ogy is as violent as it is ineffective, whereasoanbination of imported
technology with ‘ancient wisdom’ often stands atéxethance of success
— perhaps in terms of the maximising rationalitjorming developed
technologies but especially in terms of such edogonsiderations as
have come up recent decald®emarkably, traditional wisdom not only
may appear to beomplementaryo modern technology and science — it
may also be argued to be based on parallel anthsimodes of thouglt.
And apart from highlighting ancient local forms @dmpetent and effi-
cient interaction with the forces of nature, thaseient wisdom traditions
must also be recognised as empowering peripharal tommunities and
reducing their vulnerability and dependence vigsatlie encroachment
of a global capitalist economy and ideold§yHowever, the more typical
effect in a context of globalisation destructionof traditional wisdom,
and then foreign researchers and local speciahiaisbe exhorted to join
hands in order to preserve and record local waysiofving that may be
unique in the world (Balick 2006).

Meanwhile the following example may bring out trenders involved in the

8 Cf. Agarwal & Narain 1997; Sen 1999; Samoff et 2001; Berkes et al. 2000;
Haverkort & Hiemstra 1999. Indian scholars havenbearticularly prominent in
exploring these possibilities. Here we are touctinghe discussions, during the last
guarter of a century, of ‘indigenous knowledge syst’, which however our present
scope does not allow us to go into.

% Cf. Jiang 2005; Jones & Culliney 1998; Capra 1%a&av 1979.
19 Cf. Quanchi 2004.
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idea of such complementarity: In the 1930s-40stgegaitement was caused
by ichthyology identifying the first living Coelanths (atimeria chalumnae
off the coasts of South Africa and the Comoresid$a— as a species of jawed
fishes virtually unchanged since the Devonian ggold period, c. 400 mil-
lion years ago, and thought to be extinct for aste60 million years. How-
ever, it turned out that this fish had been commdmown since times
immemorial among the modern population of Madagaddare, under the
name oftombessds meat had constituted a despised but cheaghrelihile —
more recently — the rough scaly skin was used asbaasivee.g.in repair of
bicycle tyres! If international science had beele dab make contact with local
fish-related practices on Madagascar at an egutigrt in time, it would never
have considered the Coelacanth extinct. Yet we atasaty that African wis-
dom here surpassed global science, for wheredsstheas less than common
from an African perspective, it is only from theokwtionary perspective as
emerging in global science since the mid-19th agn@E that the scientific
identification of a living Coelacanth was a sigcéfnt event, even (Terofal
1975) ‘the most important scientific feat in modéistory’.

4. The psychology of wisdom

For the fourth point, we turn to the field of psgébgy. Here, intensive
work over the last few decades on such topics asopality, life span,
maturity, aging (in other words, gerontology), mMamasoning, and ac-
ceptance / forgiveness of finitude including fagdliand death (stimulated,
in part, by the progressive aging of the populatbthe developed coun-
tries) has produced a focus on wisdom that is eogbircomparative,
theoretically orientated, and conceptually highbplsisticated. Here, in
the consideration of what makes a good life; whatsholesome society
and future; what forms of interaction and commutacaare conducive
to well-being and meaning; and what attitudes il £an be identified
and taught towards these goals; an extensive aritingxpsychology of
wisdom has come up, increasingly re-uniting ingellice with wisdom®
Here there is generous attention for wisdom teméstaachings belonging
to literate traditions (including world religionflom all over Eurasia®

11 Blanchard-Fields et al. 1987; Kunzmann & Balte820

12 For Islam,e.g. Choudhury 2001, Lewin 2000 (Sufism), and the wofkSeyyed

HosseinNasr, cf. Norton 2004; Massignon 192P3hd 1966; Ullman 1972; Bakhtiar
1991; Shah 1971; Chittick 1989; for Buddhism: Leui®99 (Tibet), Epstein 1985,
Vokey 1999, Humphreys 1987; for a Vedantic perspectf. Atchley 1993; Yang
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spirituality; the reception of diffuse, oral wisddnaditions from all con-
tinents; the analysis of expertise and expert systa@long with the psy-
chological discipline’s habitual methods of concghsation and
theorizing, measurement and both qualitative arahtiative analysi$®
Especially illuminating are studies in which therlgés various regional
traditions of wisdom are compared and contraltesmong the many
remarkable findings | cite the followinghe interaction of minds facili-
tates wisdom performan¢8&taudinger & Baltes 1996); artide narrative
Is a typical context for the production and transsnon of wisdoniKen-
yon 2003) — which reminds us of the closely-knitefdo-face relations
and fire-side recreation in small-scale groupsthastypical situation in
which traditional wisdom is being enacted in refd-kituations in his-
toric settings. Whereas in these studies the engplsasn the significance
of wisdom for the individual, the sociologist Sck#o(2000) has offered
an approach to wisdom as part of (cf. Parsons 194®)integrative
mechanisms of society at large.

5. Recent approchement of wisdom and philosophy

In the fifth place, the gradual dissociation of #mapirical sciences from
the domain of philosophy proper, and philosophy®aentration on
guestions of logical, conceptual and theoreticahftations, made that, in
the course of the history of Western thought, weehi@nded more and
more to see philosophy, in practice, and regardi¢ske original mean-
ing of the wordphilosophia(‘love of wisdom’), as the opposite of the
guest for wisdom. Perhaps we should see this aptifiustration of the
guestion Robert Sternberg (a leading wisdom psydfist) has sought to

2001 studies wisdom concepts in Taiwan, where Taasd Confucianism have
remained important orientations. For referenceduttaism and Christianity see notes
below.

13 Cf. Erikson 1963, 1982; Stemberg 1990; Ardelt 20Bdltes & Freund 2003;
Baltes et al. 1990, 2002; Hanna & Ottens 1995; KmragD00; Maercker et al. 1998;
Maslow 1968, 1971; Pasupathi & Staudinger 2001wBr@000a. | have considerably
benefitted from the extensive bibliography of Trawdge 2005.

14 Assmann 1994:; Takahashi & Bordia 2000.
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answer: Why Smart People Can Be So FooligBternberg 2004). Yet
the quest for wisdom, and the encounter with th&dain of others, has
continued to inform some of greatest minds, inclgdile Spinoza, Leib-
niz, Schopenhauer, Heidegger, Levinas, and Deltidde intellectual
developments, as outlined above, outside the bélghilosophy proper
have made that ‘wisdom’, far from remaining an dd&soand antiquarian
topic, has become one of the main growth pointa gfobal intellectual
culture, and as such constitutes an obvious beddmgodern (or rather,
post-modern) scholarship aware of its social andtential responsibili-
ties as well as of its limitations. It stands tagen that philosophers, in
such fields as the history of philosophy, philosophanthropology, and
intercultural philosophy, have risen to this chadje, and have sought to
contribute to the growing literature on wisdom liydses investigating
the nature and development of the various wisd@adlitions in philoso-
phy worldwide!® philosophical foundations for wisdom psychology:, f
the encounter of wisdom traditions with each othed with modern
science, for the interaction between cultures @ther, the situational
articulation, dissimulation, and fusion, of ‘culiorientations”’ within
today’s globalising space, and for the reconstouctof meaning and
practice under post-Enlightenment conditibhs.

1> General: Hadot 1995. Spinoza: de Dijn 1996 — desp¢ Spinoza’s banishment
from the Jewish religious community, Hebrew wisdwas an important influence on
this philosopher. Leibniz (cf. 1994) was fascinabgdChinese Taoist though Z{ /
iHZ% as mediated by the Jesuit fathers resident ina&CHihe Indian Vedic writings,
notably the Upanishadsifawg, had reputedly great influence on Schopenhagser:. (
Janaway 1999: 12). Heidegger's great inspiratiors wee Pre-Socratic ‘wisdom’
philosopher Parmenides — Heidegger 1982, 1®&sésim Levinas (cf. 1976) was
considerably inspired, again, by biblical wisdonhisl also applies to Derrida (cf.
1999, 1996).

1 For China: Weiping 2005; for the European middjesa cf. Celano 1995, Hopkins
1996 (on Cusanus); European Renaissance: Rice 1R&8y Modern Europe
specifically Hegel: Rosen 2000.

7 ¢f. van Binsbergen 2003a, ch. 15: ‘Cultures doaxist’, pp. 459-522.

18 Cf. de Mul 1993, implicitly on the wisdom relevanof Dilthey; Gadamer 1960;
Kekes 1983, 1995; Manheimer 1992; Curnow 1999; 6&989; Godlovitch 1981;
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It would appear as if the dividing line between dam traditions
worldwide, and the Western philosophical traditiies specifically in
Kant's ‘Copernican revolution’ — in his critical Wings, where direct and
certain knowledge of the world ‘as it is’ came te supplanted by the
realisation that reality as such is unknowable ssidarough the decep-
tively distorting appearances of representationthed, in Oosterling’s
(1996) apt expression, we aoved by appearances / Door schijn be-
wogen The dominant trends of subsequent Western thowgipiecially
on the European continent, have largely been eddibos of the Kantian
position. It is therefore that Mortimer Adler, emtitin chief of the collec-
tion The Great Ideag1952 / 1992), rejected modern philosophy from
Hume and Kant onwards, and instead advocated anré&uAristotle.
While Adler pretends that this is a move inspirgdvsdom, it might
have been wiser to try and find, in the historyid#as (in interdepend-
ence with political economy and the history of fatrmrganisations, the
state, absolute monarchy, citizenship, classesaratbelles lettrey an
answer to the question as to what specific socliga and ideological
constellation brought Kant (thinking beyond Hume)his remarkable
departure, that has had an incomparable impact tiohistory of mod-
ern thought. However, there is some simplificatiorine idea of such a
revolution. For Kant, not all knowledge is of theaky nature of appear-
ance and representation; for ttranscendentakategories which make
thought and knowledge possible in the first plasgga¢e, number, causa-
tion etc.), are said to be givanpriori, and these tools could arguably be
claimed to be on the side of the wisdom with whaghconfront the prac-
tical problems of human life — they are what alleven a Lower Palaeo-
lithic®® hunter to fabricate his spear, take aim and K#l prey. The
transcendental is one of Kant's central concepts, i#&s incisive and
innovative analysis such as executed by the leaDugh philosopher
Duintjer (1966), reveals that here layers of knalgks, intuition and mys-

Hartshorne 1987; Jacobs 1989; Kutsi 2001; Marquard 1989; Maxwell 1984,
2004; Nielsen 1993; Smith 1998.

9 The oldest attested spears derive from Schoenin@emmany, as long ago as
400,000 years Before Present (Thieme 1997).
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ticism may be mined that are in continuity withthex than in revolution-
ary denial, of the great wisdom traditions of Weastthought, and that,
after Kant, found their greatest expression in Eeger.

In fact, a wisdom orientation could be arguedearbplied in all of
Continental philosophy, whereas Analytical phildsppwith its exclu-
sive concentration on specific procedures by wihinghtruth claims of a
statement may be substantiated, are more in litie pvocedural, repeti-
tive approaches to the construction of knowledgather words:

Continental Philosophy : Analytical Philosophytraditional wisdom : academic philosophy

as if what we are dealing with here are two completawy modes of
knowing which kaleidoscopically, or rather fracyalieproduce and pro-
liferate at whatever level we approach them.

All of the above drives home the message of theatipy of traditional
wisdom as an object of modern scholarship.

Meanwhile, the word wisdom is often used vainlyacademic
texts today, to denote, not time-honoured moddsoWwing complemen-
tary to scientific knowledge, but rather, withingeeen North Atlantic /
globalising discipline €.g. physics, law, econometrics) the obsolescent
conventional approach of an earlier vintage. Thugx@erimental physi-
cist may chide the ‘conventional’ or ‘traditionalisdom’ of measuring
the interaction of particular particles by means@pecific experimental
setup — thus referring to intradisciplinary praeti®f global physics that
may only be one or two decades old, and that hatleing to do with
‘expressions of traditional wisdom’ as understaothie present context.

While such usage of the word ‘wisdom’ is still tsparent and neu-
tral (although irrelevant in our present contexat), extensive inspection
of the enormous literature referring to wisdom abows a usage that is
far from neutral, but rather appropriative, distertand ethnocentrically
implying that the perspective from the North Atlans the only permis-
sible one. This occurs when the term ‘wisdom’ isfyn@ctorily and alter-
isingly used in order to designate representat@md practices which
originate from outside the Western tradition andiciwhdeviate from
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common-sense views of a North Atlantic moderatedycated middle
class; these practices are indicated in sweepargaypified terms. The
use of the word wisdom in such cases merely sé¢ovemother, under a
cloak of a politically correct term suggestive e$pect, the implicit rejec-
tion of these alien traits. The internet, in itsdency to identity-biased (in
other words patrticularist) nutshell formulationsdaibious reliability and
authority, is the typical site for such usage. Moderganisational man-
agement may develop into another such site (SNG4 R In these spe-
cific cases, the phrase ‘expressions of traditionsdom’ refers to a
guality that we ourselves imply to lack, and byttheference we are
constructing ourselves by contrast with some stgpéited other. Thus
we emphatically claim not to have wisdom by ourss\but we reserve
wisdom (euphemistically, again) as an attributéhat which we are not
and do not wish to be. Such contrastive wisdom tcocisng, by nega-
tion, our own self-image then is likely to turn cag: knowledge that is
obsolete, local, essentially invalid, and incapatflgeneralisation. It is
typically the kind of knowledge non-specialists African affairs, and
non-Africans, attribute to African#) a deceptive bid at contrastive self-
construction as more rational, universalist and axtjve non-Africans.
Understandably, therefore, that among champiorseofilar, democratic
modernity ‘wisdom’ may become a pejorative term lymg retarded
divisiveness€.g.Jacoby 1994).

2. In search of traditional wisdom

The term wisdom has often been used as a respesthalation of the
cultural achievements of the ancestors, be theyefndtalians, Africans,
or Ancient Egyptians from the Egyptophile, Afrocentperspective and
the New Age perspective.

Like in the Graeco-Roman classics, in the contéxfgian phi-

20 Cf. van Os n.d (general); Vico 1710 / 1988 (Antiéalians); Carruthers 1986
(Afrocentric); West 1987 and Schwaller de Lubich39956 (New Age perspec-
tive). For Africa, see footnotes below.
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losophy and ethics the term wisdom tends to stané imystical world-
view that combines cosmology, theology and ethieathings?

A prominent place in the global wisdom literatiseoccupied by
so-called wisdom texts from Ancient Mesopotafii@ncient Egypt>
and the Biblé? Here a senior person, well defined in time andela
ethnic and linguistic belonging, gender, age, amdldview, dishes out
life lessons and magical instructions, againstidekground of the domi-
nant local worldview. But the genre is far from ilied to the Ancient
Near Easf’

Next to Graeco-Roman classics, the Bible was Nditlantic
scholars’ principal frame of reference until weita the nineteenth cen-
tury CE, and | suspect that, with the Egyptiangefofmetonymically
designated by a conventionalised external termteir head of state,
‘Pharao®®) being presented as unrivalled in magic powersamnéancient
Israel’s ultimate others, the combination of re$@ew alienness in con-
ferring the notion of wisdom may have somethingldowith the images
of Moses and Solomon, founder and greatest kintpefisraelite nation

2L Cf. Milller 1875-1910; Yutang 1938, 1943, 1986; h¢lm 1931; von Schlegel
1808; Mehlig 1987; van Praag 1962.

22 Cf. Tanred 2007; Lambert 1960; Foster 1974.

23 Cf. Cannuyer 2007; Simpson 1973; Lichtheim 1978at9.ange 1925; Brunner
1988; Gundlach 1996; Kaplony 1968.

24 The Bible books of Job, Proverbs, Ruth, Cantidiesesiastes, and Esther; and cf.
Albright 1955; Noth & Thomas 1955; Camp 1985; Craw 1969; Lebram 1965;
Mualler 1977-78; von Rad 1971; Sarkio 1994; Roneeral. 1990; Talmon 1963;
Murphy 1981, 2002; Brown 1996; Dell 994; Whybray99&irk 1999 (who follows
Perduein the application of Victor Turner's model of tikual process, to wisdom
texts — cf. Perdue & Turner 1978); Crenshaw 19@564tS1971; Achenbaum & Orwoll
1991. For a general theoretical perspective onawstiterature, cf. Brown 2005.

25 As several contributions in the 2007 Brussels Sysipn brought out for Asia and
the Americas.
26 The wordpharaois an Hebrew corruption of the Egyptipnt,? ‘house’, or (by an

alternative suggestiorg pr wr, ‘Great House, palace’ — although the latter expre

sion, if written with the ‘shrine’ determinativiT, is reserved not for the palace but
for the pre-dynastic national shrine of Upper Edgbt Gardiner 1994: 492 n. 1, 494).
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respectively, both of whom were said to excel i the wisdom of
Egypt’. In the key passage on Solomon, wisdom agpas Hebrevm»on
khokmahas in over a hundred other places in the Old Testd in Acts

7: 22 wisdom appears a8phiacogia, as in 25 other places in the New
Testament. It would take us too far to attempt ateresive semantic
analysis of these words here; a few remarks muBtsuTheActsrefer-
ence to Moses has a suggestion of magical, tedhanchsocial, rather
than sacred knowledge: the verse deals with whatelsldearned as an
Egyptian prince, and how this made him an Egypdidstocrat competent
in words and deed:

[21] 1ol matpoc: extebévtog 8¢ autol aveilato [21] When he was thrown out, Pharaoh’s daughter
autov f Buyatnp [22] @apoan koi avebpéyoro took him up, and reared him as her own s@f] [
aUTOV 0T €ig viov. kai enadeldn Mowvofic 7dosy  Moses was instructed all the wisdom of the

cogig Ahvrtiov, iv 8& Suvortog év A6yolg Kai Egyptians He was mighty in his words and works.

£pyoig awtod.

The | Kings reference to Solomon combines exaltedesl and magical
knowledge, social virtue, proverbs and songs, amowkedge of non-
human visible world; such wisdom is explicitly daed to have a super-
natural provenance and in the preceding verse nallplled with 1729
tebuwnah a word commonly translated as ‘understanding’ allsd used
dozens of times in the Old Testaméht:

7297,0020 7 wh o R 1M v 9 And God gave Solomon wisdom and understanding
.0%7 Nalp-y YR ,2in2-2% 2177 ;7'R1  exceeding much, and largeness of heart, even astite

that is on the sea-shore.

,07-°32-22 Nnann ,n Y npan 20m > 10 And Solomon’s wisdom excelled the wisdom of adl th

.077%» 7227 ,2°3m  children of the east, arall the wisdom of Egypt.

2" Electronic text source (slightly edited): Perseuwmline version at

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/ of the Greek editignBrooke Foss Westcott, Fenton
John Anthony Hort — English translation ed. Rainbdigsions, Inc.

28| Kings 5: 9-14 or 4: 29-34; electronic text saiMamre 2005.
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T CTOINT IORR ,OTNRT-721 ,027 RS 11 For he was wiser than all men: than Ethan thelizea
=922 W=7 ;9im) °12 31071 2°992)  and Heman, and Calcol, and Darda, the sons of Nahdl

.2°20,2%137  his fame was in all the nations round about.

S om hwn 009%R nYOY 121 2% 12 And he spoke three thousand proverbs; and hisssong

A% 7wnn  were a thousand and five.

,711292 WK TINT-T ,0°%Y3-9Y 127 2 13 And he spoke of trees, from the cedar that isdba-
TR027-2Y 9277 579P2 XY WK 2ITRT 7YY non even unto the hyssop that springeth out ohvilg he
D373-99) Winda-9v) ,niva-y)  spoke also of beasts, and of fowl, and of creefiimgs,

and of fishes.

AT DR LY Ny ,0mya-9an 08120 70 14 And there came of all peoples to hear the wisddm o
WA MWK LTINT 2I90-22 nX—1'n9%  Solomon, from all kings of the earth, who had hegfrdis

{o} .inna0-n¥  wisdom.

The conventional translations into modern Europeagues have frozen
the multidimensional semantic dynamics of the ulydey Hebrew and
Greek biblical expressions, wrongly suggesting aawdy uniformity
and unidimensionality of meaning which, due to itnenense influence
of biblical texts in European cultural history, leagreatly informed the
way in which we conceptualise ‘wisdom’ today. Thergsewisdom of
Egyptwas adopted as title for several scholarly wodktirgy out Ancient
Egyptian science, theology and practical wisdoeng.(Petrie 1940;
Brown 1923; West 1987).

The fact that the Ancient Near East (including Byypcognised
divinities whose special province was wisdom, gaige to scholarly
studies concentrating on such divine figures, imctvithe term ‘wisdom’
was no longer an obvious scholarly imposition lmuld pass as a transla-
tion of a native concepe(g.Arthur 1984).

In classical studies dealing with Graeco-Roman dnty the term ‘wis-
dom™®is often used to pinpoint the transition

29 Cf. Lloyd 1987; Sedley 1998; Kern 1888; Burker6291968, 1987; West 1983;
Riedweg 1995; Bernabé 2002; Betegh 2001; Graf 1&Mze 1923; Halliwell 2000;

64



Traditional wisdom — Exploring intercultural epistelogy

. from a diffusely mystical worldview that was adradtto be highly
indebted to ‘the Orient’ (i.e. Ancient Egypt, SyPalestine, Anato-
lia, Mesopotamia, Persia and Scythia — the latter éspecially
transmitting to Greece the shamanistic trendswlegie to be hotly
discussed in classics in the second half of thentieth century
CE),

. to Greek contrastively rational philosophy and scee the latter
often being presented as an original, local Greslieaement?

Wisdom then typically marks the intermediate phas¢he Seven Sages,
Hesiod, the Pre-Socratics. The connection betweerPte-Socratic phi-
losophers and traditional wisdom, especially in ftven of Orphic and

Eleusinian mystery cults and shamanism, has beelest intensively in

the last fifty years and is now generally acknowgkedf MacLennan

(2006) offers a useful summary (although he wroragtyibutes a North

Asian, instead of Central Asian, origin to shamamis

‘It is now well established that ancient Greek pbdphy had roots in the sha-
manic practices common to many cultures (...). Thee®s learned these
techniques from the “Scythians” when they coladzthe north shore of the
Black Sea in the seventh century BCE and from theadians and Persian
Magi, who also knew north-Asiatic shamanism (...)e3& practices are re-
flected in the stories of Orpheus, who exhibits ynaithe features of a “great
shaman” (...); of Aristeas (...) whose soul could ledus body in trance and
accompany Apollo as his raven: of Abaris (...), tleallbr-sagdiatromantis)

who traveled on a magic arrow (a typical shamaraody, which he later gave
to Pythagoras; and of the semi-historical Epimeside). who purified Ath-

ens (...) and was also known for leaving his bodylevim a trance state (...).
They all exemplify many of the characteristics basanic practice (...), and
were closely associated with Hyperborean Apollo (Evidence of shamanic
practice is also apparent in ancient biographiekistbrical figures, such as

Shapiro 2000 examines how the use of proverbs esatrodotus to strike a bridge
towards older wisdom traditions in the Aegean, aitds various Greek specialist
terms for wisdom expressionsapowio. paroimia, vrodyikn hupotteke, anoedeypa
apofthegmaandyvoun gnome.

%0 Dodds 1951 initiated a more relative view of theraotypical juxtaposition of
rational Greeks versus irrational barbarians. Aldfo Kingsley 1995a, 1995b;
MacLennan 2006.
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the pre-Socratic philosophers Pythagoras (...). wascended into the un-
derworld and claimed to have the soul of Hermotinamsancient shaman, and
whose followers venerated ti@rphicaand sometimes wrote under the name
“Orpheus” (...); Parmenides (...), whose poem, with progress from the il-
lusory world of duality to The One, has many of bHalmarks of a shamanic
journey (...); Empedocles (...). a magical healer wiadted that he could
control the weather and retrieve souls from Hade$. @nd other less well-
known figures. They all combined “the still undifentiated functions of ma-

gician and naturalist, poet and philosopher, pregdtealer, and public coun-

selor” *.%!

In ways that Bernal'88lack Athena 1(1987) has exposed most
convincingly and impressively, the stark contrastween exalted Greek
science and lowly barbarian ‘traditional wisdomslespecially served in
order to construct European racialist superiontythe nineteenth and
twentieth century CE, which had made continuityviite ancient Greeks
the basis of its identity. In deviation from suatogolitical delusions, the
historical facts show how greatly the Greeks wadebted to West Asia
and Egypt, and how well they were aware of thisestd affairs, despite
some anti-Oriental othering (as for instance inddetus) in the after-
math of the Persian wars.

Thus philosophy in the Western tradition was engeedl in the
Pre-Socratic ‘wisdom’ context. Also in Plato the vament towards
insights that are both true and wise in the congeat sense is still very
marked (cf. Rhodes 2003; Stern 1997). | alreadgrredl to how Aristotle
brought us his distinction between theoretical paractical knowledge;
his contributions to both forms of knowledged.to poetics as the prac-
tical art of writing, and to rhetorics as the preait art of making things
appear true before an audience) have constitutedpillars of Western
thought. Stoic philosophy, in turn, reverted to sdem-centred stance
(with, for instance, Plutarch — Patterson 1991 d @icero as prolific
dispensers ophroresis texts), and so did Neo-Platonism, with Plotinus
and lamblichus as main exponents.

In Africa, which is the continent of my principakpertise, expres-
sions of traditional wisdom (beside the attentiongroverbs, riddles and

31 MacLennan 2006; his standard sources largely menwith those already cited,
and include: Butterworth 1966; Dodds 1951; Elia@&1L; Kingsley 1994, 1995, 1999.
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other oral genre3) have been recorded by such anthropologists as Gri-
aule and Turner, highlighting the lessons of thdidmavillage philoso-
pher Ogotomélli and the Zambian village diviner Mana,
respectively’® More in general, the African philosopher Oderalk@rhas
identified a genre of African knowledge productiwhich he has termed
‘sage philosophy’ or ‘sagacity’ wisdom in other words —, and to whose
documentation all over Africa he has contributéd.

In the Africanist anthropological literature the ndowisdom is
used in a number of different ways. Werbner (1988j}ting on divina-
tion among the Tswapong people of modern Botswases the word
wisdom in the sense of the diviner's skilful, sebévocation and sym-
bolic redress of the contradictions in the lifehad client and the latter’s
kin, based on a dextrous manipulation of symbols dretoric, and of
sacred material objects multifariously alluding goch contradictions.
Werbner was much influenced by Fernandez’'s worl821®n the Bwiti
cult in Gabon, which has a similar orientation ascdt the same time
(more even than Werbner’'s work) an example of thg w which mod-
ern ethnographers have sought to bring out anchexpl great detail the
poetics and dramatics of rituals of expression@attarsis. Here wisdom
turns out to be, far from a static attribute of pleoin certain roles of
authority and responsibility, on the contrary a aymc product of sym-

32 Mainstream scholarly approaches to African wisdailide: Scheub 1977, 1985;
Madu 1996; Opoku 1975, 1987; Barber & Farias 1988rton & Finnegan 1973;
Fabian 1990; Kimmerle 1997; Wanjohi 1997; Doke 19%ve Ondo 1991; Rogers
1985; de Veyrieres & de Méritens 1967; Ameve 1989mner 1999; Bryant 1995;
Razafintsalama 1988; Ford 2000 with his collectidrAfrican myths; Murithi 2006
on Southern Africambuntuphilosophy (which however is to some extent aremgd
tradition in the Hobsbawm & Ranger 1983 sense,vah Binsbergen 2001); and
Ntekim-Rex 2007.

33 Griaule 1948; Turner 1967.

34 Odera Oruka 1990a, 1990b; cf. Presbey 1999; S@88.1n an excellent article
Kimmerle 1993 puts these efforts in a wider critipgrspective, which includes
academic African philosophy and points, beyond'¢weryday-life philosophers’ that
Oruka’s sages mainly are, at the esoteric keepeexalted secret and initiatory
knowledge in African; here Kimmerle relies partdy on M. Tchiamalenga Ntumba
1989.
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bolic and communicative work, which generates doeailience and
resourcefulness by enhancing meaning and belonging.

Fernandez (2000) again suggests a link betweenomiszthd pe-
ripherality: under today’s cultural globalisationdaNorth Atlantic he-
gemony, cultural attitudes and worldviews may vizgl considered wise
because they aneot part of the dominant mainstream culture, thus (but
this is my own excessively liberal paraphrasep mostalgic way, consti-
tuting a harmless defiance of the structural, idgigial violence which
the dominant culture is exerting. It is in this widnat cultures distant in
time and place may be held to produce expressibimadtional wisdom:
as forms of nostalgic but important cultural cigra. Such usage of the
word wisdom is also found with several other autidiThe authority-
generating and healing-generating connotations liehreess, although
seldom discussed explicitly (howeverg.de Boeck 1993; Colson 1966),
are recurrent and widely distributed, from alieralkes in rural Central
Africa; to diviners in East, Southern and West édri Madagascar and
the Comores Islands representing a geomantic dismaystem deriving
from “Abbagd ¢ siiall Mesopotamia end of the late first millennium CE
(where it came to be known &bn al-raml J« it ale ‘sand science’), with
related forms in China under the Shang dynas#ji and earlier, where it
was known ayi jing 5#%; to astrologers and wonderworkers (Chaldaei,
Magi) from the eastern periphery of the Roman eenpaming to work in
Hellenistic Greece and later at the Roman hearti@hd Momigliano
1975). | have sometimes (e.g. van Binsbergen 18Bpgaled to similar
connections of alienness in order to try and erpley foreign forms of
ritual and divination would command such great eesand attraction in
the regions where they have been introduced: corfmoigp afar, and
hallowed by their unmistakable foreignness, thgyasent the fascinat-
ing, immense, and potentially destructive powerthed ultimate other;
however, below we shall see how it is more attvadio seek the explana-

% E.g. Maybury-Lewis 1992; Vitebsky's 1995 well-known Boon shamanism ap-
peared in the ‘Living Wisdom’ series. Already irnetlhhands of certain enlightened
authors in the (proto-)colonial period, the termsaddm amounted to a respectful
evocation of distant otherness (cf. Burton 1865).
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tion not in alienness, but in the diffuse intersalion of proto-scientific
repetitive, standard procedures as the hallmatiudf in knowledge.

Our initial overview of approaches to traditionaisdom has
brought up a number of interesting and promisirgagdand perspectives.
Let us now try to penetrate a little deeper inis thscinating but difficult
matter.

3. The dilemma of expression in wisdom

Given our own reliance on method in the productidrour academic
scholarship, traditional wisdom can only come withine orbit of our
investigations if it does not remain implicript a totally unrevealed se-
cret, not a totally tacit assumption, but if it is laid down, in whate
oblique and distorted form, in an expression tlzet $ome material mani-
festation: for instance in the sound waves carryiregspoken words of
our living informants; or the clay tablets, bambeaves, papyrus sheets,
or knottedquippusof the texts at our disposal; or the stone reliedsk
paintings or masquerades that may express traditismsdom icono-
graphically. Without suclexpressionswe would scarcely be able to
make scholarly pronouncements on traditional wisdom

Here we must acknowledge the problematic statuexpiression’.
Many wisdom traditions, from all parts of the woddd from all docu-
mented periods, hauwestricted, veiled, or downright prohibited expres
sion and have tended to organise themselves arounsetitet — even if
in itself meaningless and void — that binds andagnihe initiated happy
few (cf. de Jong 2007). As far as the history ofst&en specialist thought
Is concerned: ever since the pre-Socratics manpgaghers have real-
iIsed that language (even though allowing us to narganise and lend
meaning to the world) at the same timlescuresBeing, smothering it
under a deceptive layer of enunciation that may ielthe opposite of
wisdom. The Chinese counterpart of this insightiithe famous second
line of the opening chapter Blao De Djingis fi 4.

&4 AEH 44 ming k¢ ming & chang mingnaming that
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fixes the reference is not true namify’.

Thus we meet one particular awareness of finitigléha organis-
ing principle of wisdomthe finitude of languageboth in its limited ca-
pacity to express essentials of life and the waid in the multiplicity of
human languages, which makes for grossly impetfaosmissions from
one language to the other.

Perhaps my bestyisestoption would be simply to shut up here.
And | would be inclined to do just that, if on anwide scale, modern
scholarship were coterminous with traditional wisde but (to put it
mildly) there are indications that it it The interplay between modern
scholarship and traditional wisdom is complex amdadoxical, as my
entire argument goes to show.

4. ‘Tacit modern unwisdom’...

Further aspects of the meaning and heuristic usdseghrase ‘expres-
sions of traditional wisdom?’ may also be captussmmewnhat flippantly,
if we take the multiple opposite of ‘expressionstm@ditional wisdon’,
which would be something likéacit (taken for granted — as opposed to
explicitly expressed and arguedhodern(as opposed to traditionalin-
wisdom(as opposed to wisdom)'. It is not difficult tovgia few examples
(albeit, admittedly subjective, even tendentioug)soch tacit modern
unwisdom. | will quickly pass over such obviouslgusous modern
myths as that of the market and of commodificatorcommaoditisation
(according to which everything is merchandise), dnat of rational
maximising, especially as far as the attainmentaterial goals is con-
cerned’” and the myth of North Atlantic cultural superigriand inde-
pendent origin — recently exposed in tBiack Athenadebate and its
aftermath®® Let me merely outline four examples of ‘tacit modanwis-

36 Of the numerous editions of this text | only mentAmes & Hall 2003.
37 Cf. van Binsbergen & Geschiere 2005; Bowles & {8i©93; Cramer 2002.
38 Bernal 1987, 1991; Lefkowitz & Rogers 1996; vam®iergen 1997; an expanded
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dom’, which in a later section will then be contem one by one, with
African traditional wisdom:

1. The immensely alienating myth tife human body as basically an

industrial producf®i.e.

* uniform and standardised (hence advertisementshasip on
young, healthy and perfect)

* modular in its composition, so that body parts haymodified,
overhauled and replaced at will

* and saturated (ever since the times of de la Me(ttir47 /
1999) with the imagery of the machine, so that ghme lan-
guage (‘check-up’, ‘engine’, ‘plumbing’) may be dsér our
body and our motor vehicle (which is said to hatge awn
‘body’).

2.  The myth of the fundamental closedness of the hymeason, who
thus is depicted as
* in the first place an individual, rather than a rhemof a group
» whose mind, by an inveterate axioma of modernisinge, is to
be considered a closed system impervious to othedsrex-
cept, indirectly, through conscious reflection upsgnse im-
pressions (including those produced by speech) et be
taken to express the movements of other mindsQehnett
1991).

3. The myth (going back to Aristotf@,as far as the Western tradition
is concerned) ofhe excluded third and of logical consistenty
many ways this allows us to respond adequatelypaagmatically
in our interaction with the non-human world (whitterefore can

and updated version of the latter book is now engress under the titiBlack Athena
Twenty Years AftgBerlin / Boston / Munster: LIT).

39 Smith et al. 2004; Sharp 2000; Martin 2006.
0 MetaphysicdV.4, 1008 and following; IV 7, 1014
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be argued to display, most of the time, and atntiesd™level of
our conscious human interaction with it, a struetsimilar to that
of our binary logic. Yet we cannot close our eyethe fact that, in
the interaction between human individuals and betwhBuman
groups, the same logic incessantly creates inggansipositions of
recognised and emphasised difference which canmoiecto an
agreement since both sides, by their own logicjustfied to con-
sider themselves right, yet their respective trughes mutually in-
compatible and in conflict. The main conflicts inroglobalising
world of today €.g.those between North Atlantic military capital-
ism on the one hand, and militant Islam on the rotfaad, as rival
paths through modernity; those between economiat-téan
maximising globalism and a future-orientated eclalgresponsi-
bility; those between consumption on the one hamnd, integrity
and global solidarity on the other hand) reminaithe potentially
paralysing and destructive implication of such cstescy. In
Western thought it is only recently that such postsuralist con-
cepts adlifféranceand differend” and the elaboration of ternary
and multi-value logics have created a context whesecan think
beyond binary logic.

4.  Typically but paradoxically, again, in this disciess of ‘Tacit
modern unwisdom’ we have taken the wangthitself in the mod-
ernist sense of: ‘widely held collective represéatathat yet con-
stitutes an untruth’. Usually such a use of thedvamyth’ carries
the implication that specific modern science isilabée to explode
that myth — which implies (contentiously) that ifi situations

1| take the meso-level of phenomena to be thauohormal Galilei-Newton world,
at the order of magnitude of the human body: (18 1) metres. At very much higher
and very much lower orders of magnitude (galaxésmentary particles), the self-
evidences of our Galilei-Newton world dissolve, @hd paradoxes and wonders of
the theory of relativity and quantum mechanicsaegplthe (appearance of the) trans-
parent logical structure and the object-subjectirdison of the meso-level world,
bringing out the restrictive boundary conditiondio# latter.

2 Cf. Derrida 1967, 1972; Lyotard 1983.
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modern science is the source and the touchstotmaetbf

These are some of the themes of tacit, modern diewisagainst which
we can begin to appreciate the wisdom of earlmesi and different con-
tinents. We will come back to these points belowew we will recon-
sider them in the light of African expressionsrafditional wisdom.

5. On the possibility of an intercultural transmiss ion of wis-
dom, within and outside an academic context

If the West can be argued to have its share of modewisdom the
intercultural transmission of foreigmisdombecomes all the more desir-
able. But is such transmission at all possible?

One of the most important problems of the scholatbdy of ex-
pressions of traditional wisdom turns out to ban we understand and
represent these expressions in such a way thatahiginal, local mean-
ing is optimally preserved also in the new, glosialy context into which
these traditional expressions is mediated throughszholarship® This
touches on the central question of all intercultkreowledge production
and representation, and it does not have a sinmsleex.

The standard anthropological position is affirmatibut patently
naive, and could be rendered as follovilsonly we apply the proper
procedural methods (long-term immersion in a looanmunity aided by
language mastery, more or less formal interviewgpranticeships to-
wards the competent assumption and discharge @l lmtes, and spe-
cific field methods of recording, analysis, hostrtggpation and
feedback) we are bound to end up with an ethnogcampresentation
that is both reliable (i.e. repetitively reprodul@bby other researchers)
and valid’ (i.e. adequately represents the origjhal

We note that this anthropological approach impheprocedural

43 A special case of this question is: is it possiblexpress and transmit traditional
wisdom in a new, state-of-the-art formatg.through the internet? Cf. Ess 2003 and
van Binsbergen 2003b for discussions on this point.
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and repetitive conception of the production of iatétural knowledge —

shortly we will come back to this conception of laedge and contrast it
with the wisdom mode of knowledge. Anthropologicalvety lies in a

number of points (van Binsbergen 2003). In thet folsce, from Kant

onwards modern philosophy is predicated on thegimsthat direct

knowledge of essence is an illusion, and thategdfesentation is inevita-
bly appropriative and distortive. To this we maydaQuine’s (1960,

1970) related principle of the indeterminacy ohsiation, which particu-

larly applies to anthropologists’ and philologiséétempts at intercultural
knowledge construction through various forms ohstation. Moreover,

the ethnographer’'s commitment to the local socigsycollective repre-

sentations and existential predicaments is (evenbfectively conceptu-
alised by that ethnographer as an existential artegulargely optional

and instrumental, and not supported by such eailgleood socialisation

as makes for inescapability on the part of thellactors themselves —
instead, the ethnographer brings very differentdysets and gut reac-
tions of her own to the field; therefore the loaators’ life world largely

remains that of others, and their wisdom remaingels irrelevant. Fi-

nally, the ethnographer’s understanding is expregseheoretically un-

derpinned analytical terms, to be processed amuaitkly published in a
specialist technical language which, even if impiple accessible to the
local actors, is utterly alienating and distancing.

In this light it is understandable that a non-ampimiogist like the
philosopher Niels Weidtmann (2007) articulates ttiesis (but | am not
sure whether he himself totally agrees with it)ttti@r instance, African
wisdom cannot be represented in Western discoumsayill come back
to this.

What ethnographers can do, and have done (fomiostia the ex-
cellent work by Turner, Fernandez, Werbner, Deyisth cited in the
present argument), is: rendering explicit, and ding or remodelling in
specialist globalising scholarly discourse, what thrmal components
are of wisdom texts (both written and oral) and dseompanying social
and ritual dramatics; and clearly indicating throwghat communicative
and performative mechanism the practical knowletlggy contain is
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communicated to their original intended audiencechSdissections of
other people’s wisdom may still speak to us in sqoetic sense, but
they no longer speak to us fully as the wisdom thréyinally constituted.

Philosophers and scholars of textuality and peréorce may even be
more skilful at such analytical exercises than angblogists, and may go
about them with more uninhibited cleverness, bezahgir armchair

approaches have (with few exceptions) been periroon isolated

texts that were already cut and dried to begin wittihey were seldom
forced to discharge their professional duties watléhe same time inten-
sively engaging with real foreign local actors, &pag in real time in

concrete and confusing foreign situations in whicé researcher finds
himself deeply involved, using a tongue that heterasl only recently,

and imperfectly.

The saving grace of both ethnography and text-hgsatblogical
approaches to expressions of traditional wisdosnihethe fact that their
attempt towards intercultural knowledge produci®never just othering
and distancing and nothing more — it also hintaragxistential interper-
sonal encounter in which streaks of understandmbi@entification light
up, in the recognition of the fact that the loceoas have a body and a
mind very similar to that of the researcher, anthmrecognition of their
struggle with common dilemmas of the human condifiiness, death,
competition and conflict, love and loyalty, meanargd consolation). The
physical closeness and tbeuleur localeof fieldwork are conducive to a
sense of adoption and transcultural intersubjedtigeon; but, given the
subtle, millennia-old tradition of cultivated tealusensitivity pervading
the humanitiesfieldworkers can by no means claim the monopoly on
such encounters. Like the anthropologist, the Eggpist reading an Old
Kingdom wisdom text such as tReecepts of Ptah-Hotejpe. Tsw n md.t
nfr.t pth-htp == B4} e |=%} %gog§$$;44 or the Sinologist read-
ing the great T'ang®# poet Li BaiZ=H (701-762 CE), will have a
similar sense of communicative fusion in which weisd resides and
makes itself deeply felt. My own experience, asesiaramateur reader of

4 Ptah-Hotep 1917; van den Dungen 2002-2004; LictmtHi®73f: | 62.
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such texts, is that something of this quality magvive highly deficient

language mastery (but anthropologists’ languagetanasn the field is

usually deficient, or worse, anyway), and may es@rvive the distortive
intermediary of translation. The fieldwork situatjojust like the text,

turns out to be not just a vehicle for specialisbwledge production
along professional lines (which would appear todestructive for the
transmission of wisdom), but also (as a non-prodess incentive with-

out which most of us would have long given up atradarship) a vehicle
for amazed but affirmative human encounter, whichkes light with

cultural, linguistic and somatic difference, andlights the common
humanity we share — as position of wisdom in itsf well as one con-
ducive to the transfer of wisdom. The same arguroeuald be given for
intercultural transmission of beauty.

The problems of intercultural contact and knowleggeduction
are not fundamentally different from those at thtenpersonal individual
level. What is involved is the transmission of speeneanings and in-
sights from sender to receiver, but beyond thad, more importantly,
there is the very fact of such transmission andhef ensuring partial
fusion in itself (regardless of the specific cor$eheing transmitted), —
which liberates the receiver of his or her artitedaboundedness as an
individual.

At this point we become aware of a mechanisritfational, op-
positional framingattending specialist intercultural knowledge produ
tion. As a scholar, equipped with intersubjectiigeglinary methods and
commitments, the specialist has no option but teea¢ into a frame of
conceptual and analytical othering, where the ti@ual expression of
wisdom is objectified, and thus virtually destroyedo a mere target for
North Atlantic / globalising scientific discoursehis can only be destruc-
tive: for it denies that the exchange of wisdora Isommunicative under-
taking, and therefore requires a common cosmolbgame of reference
(however implicit and inarticulate), recognition af shared basis of
valuation however diffuse, recognition among bathder and recipient
of each other’s shared humanity, recognition alseazh other’'s poten-
tial familiarity and competence in the problematidand, and agreement
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as to a shared medium of communication (which chaldas basic as a
shrug of the shoulders or a wink, or as elaborataraactual spokdm-
gua francg. Only when these requirements are met can thdessn
pronouncements move the receiver to an affirmahepiring emulation,
to a re-arrangement of the receiver’'s view of selfl world. All these
requirements are left unfulfilled if, in the intettral encounter with
expressions of traditional wisdom, the receiver leatigally identifies as
a North Atlantic / globalising scholar detachedpplying her specialist
tools. Then the situation is dominated by the neegroduce and to use
specialist alienating language, which can nevemade with the original
wisdom utterance but thrives on its differenceasgis that utterance.

The alienating frame is in the first place a largpidrame. How-
ever, to the extent to which the academic spetietiming to the inter-
cultural wisdom encounter (whether in the fieldimrtext) manages to
avoid such framing, and to reduce, or at leastrddifie imposition of
appropriative and alienating scientific language tfie extent, in other
words, to which all language use on the part ofréoeiver is deferred, or
at least an inclusive, fussily accommodating laggutormat is chosen
e.g.that of poetry or dance or song, or silence)hat extent the transcul-
tural, potentially universal implications and appbilities of the sender’s
wisdom may come across to the receiver, as aneetigt message quite
comparable to the sender’s conscious intentiors,eguially comparable
to what passes between close kin and between $riena mono-cultural
setting. It is not théntercultural nature of the wisdom exchange, but the
scholarly framing that to my mind is responsible for the truthautated
by Weidtmann: that traditional wisdom cannot berespnted in Western
scientific discourse; but let us not forget thatréh are other forms of
discourse, and that much of life, on both sidethefcultural boundaries
we tend to construct, is non-discursive anyway.

| could go one step further, and claim that theadibnal, opposi-
tional framing identified here the dynamic field of tension between
identification / fusion and dissociation / confratibn, which incessantly
oscillates back and forth, but tending to dissaoiat confrontation if the
situation is dominated by specialist language use i¢s classifications-
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Is a fundamental mechanism in all intercultural Wlemige production,
and the source of many problems that have croppeih uhis field®
Although public thought and geopolitics of the 2@#ntury CE have
persuaded us to reify cultures as firm givens efithman existence, they
are yet intangible, ephemeral, and situational ftoots — social facts
(Durkheim 1897), no doubt, yet (because competenca culture is
learned, because people can be competent in maneotine culture, be-
cause they often situationally toggle between ce$iuetc.) facts at a
different ontological level from the facts that reakur bodies occupy
space, makes them perceptible to other human anthbhodies, bring
them into being, sustain them through life, caimsan to die. We cannot
live without specific cultural programming, and {paf it is so deeply
ingrained that we cannot trade it for the spegifiogramming from an-
other culture, yet we can take a relative view wifural difference and
have encounters, learn wisdom lessons, dispenseecartve knowledge
across the ever so relative, intangible and snati (hence often merely
illusory of non-existent) boundaries that separatéures:® Knowledge,

% Here | find that a useful and illuminating model provided by the physico-
chemical mechanism of the cell ‘membrane’, foranse (but that is only one very
special case out of myriad such situations) asatipegy in the context of the human
ovum being fertilised by a spermatozoon. Built wp of a tight network of lipid (i.e.
fat) molecules, the membrane is only one moledutkt and as long as the molecules
are aligned i.e. in their hydrophilic state, betwekem they leave enough room for
very small bodies to pass through — the membrartkeis essentially porous; how-
ever, as soon as one body has been allowed tedigm@ugh this array of molecules,
the membrane’s condition changes instantly fromrdgiilic to hydrophobic, the
porous transitions close shut, and the membrane ifonger permeable, although
given the right trigger it can easily return toexpeable state. In the same way | see
the interconnectedness, and the dissociationténgarsonal and intercultural encoun-
ter, as two complementary aspects between whicprtiwess of intercultural encoun-
ter incessantly oscillates: with articulated spee@tademic distancing, and
encapsulation in a formal organisation (the s&teorld religion, a voluntary associa-
tion) as major situational triggers towards disatbon — and on the other hand si-
lence, dance, music, recognition of mutual corpiyrahnd finitude, as major
situational triggers towards interconnectedness.

“® This reiterates my adage that ‘cultures do nostefginymore)’, which gave its title
to van Binsbergen 2003e.
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in some post-Gettiét reformulation of the time-honoured definition as
‘justified true belief’, is inherently culture-bodnbecause justification,
truth and belief are meaningless without a speaitittural embedded-
ness. Culture is just a machine for the productibiocal self-evidence,
of local truths. But here the same framing mechmangat work, for we
may also opt out of the specialist analytical fraued instead consider
knowledge, in a more diffuse, intuitive, and essdising metaphysical
way, as ‘an individual orientation (of cognitiormetion and / or motiva-
tion) that seeks to coincide with Being'. As thadeng intercultural phi-
losopher Mall (1995) has aptly stated,

‘no language can claim to be the mother-tongueesn,

yet, to the extent to which we do not allow oursslto be carried away
by our own language use, we are not necessarilgcekiom Being, we
are granted considerable knowledge within our owltucal framework.
Nor are we necessarily deaf to those expressiokamkledge (i.e. wis-
dom) in which others testify to their endeavourctincide with Being,
and this may well includénguistic and cultural others- after all, in the
face of Being their otherness may appear as merggrficial and situ-
ational; it is oscillatingly complemented by a sae®s that would be
liberating if only... to the extent to which it doast threaten our own,
and the other’s, construction of self-identity.

The less we speak of interculturality, and of tieasions to which
this term refers, in technical academic terms, tiege we seem to be
invited to achieve intercultural knowledge and &otpke of intercultural
wisdom. But this paradoxical lesson could onlyderthed by thinking the
scholarly endeavour through, in a critical and $aty way. In the pur-
suit of wisdom and knowledge, scholarship is a §eisteinian ladder
(Wittgenstein 1921 / 1964: 86.5.4) we may cast awrage it has brought
us, as an indispensable tool, to within reach cérelwe were heading.

*"In a path-breaking article, Gettier (1963) questid the validity of this definition
but it largely survived.
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6. Towards an epistemological perspective

In the preceding section 5, | have approached tieounter between
global scholarship and expressions of traditionabdam, from the ques-
tion as to the intercultural transmission of suaedem. | will now de-
velop a complementary perspective, notably an emslogical argument
that allows us to articulate more clearly what #pecific nature is of
traditional wisdom as a form of knowledge — thus\gdoeyond the Aris-
totelian sophia/ phroresis distinction of our opening section. In section
4, | gave four examples of ‘tacit modern unwisdofiiey can maintain
themselves as self-evidently true collective regméstions in North At-
lantic society today, by virtue of the place sceermas acquired as the
central legitimating and truth-producing instancethe modern world,
having replaced in this respect religion, magicd ather traditional
worldviews (cf. Foucault 1966, 1969). When we toytake a distance
from such modern Western collective representatierposing them as
dubious collective representations (as ‘mythshia thodernist, pejorative
sense; but see section 7.4 below) and nothing m@ean only do so in
the hope of an alternative viewpoint that affordsgueater relevance and
a closer approximation of the essence of Being eter words, a view-
point illuminated bytraditional wisdom

Such hope testifies to the fact that, as moderolact) we are di-
vided within ourselves, and given to an amazingtalgg. Although
there is a wide range of disciplines and discipiin@aradigms currently
exploring traditional wisdom and its expressionsanty all researchers
involved in this undertaking subscribe to the canohmodern scholar-
ship: objectivity, rationality, and universalisnt.(élarding 1997; cf. van
Binsbergen 2007). The point of universalism maypsse and arouse
those — the majority — who are emphatically invdlas specialists, not in
world-wide intercultural comparison, but in specifyeographical re-
gions, historical periods, and subject matters -ciém Mesopotamian
proto-science, African traditional worldviews aspeessed in proverbs,
Chinese Taoism up to the T'ang dynasty, the Certraérican peasant
worldview today, etc. Such specialities are thekbane of scholarship in
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that they are sufficiently focused to afford theaacher a combination
of a delimited field of study, in which extraordigaexpertise and pro-
fundity of insight can be achieved. If | yet apgihe concept of universal-
Ism to such particularising scholarly endeavourss ifor the following
reason: however much our subject matters may difi@wvever much the
languages, scripts, literatures, field situatioresyrdiffer that each of us
employs in the pursuit of her or his specialityt gar concepts, methods,
goals, modes of scholarly expression and argun@anéin recognisable,
and communicable, within the universalising, anobglising, academic
context — we can speak to each other, and find dltabss the boundaries
of our disciplinary and regional specialities, wavé a lot to say to each
other, and much to share. Our looking at expressadrtraditional wis-
dom is in itself an invitation to universalism imetsense | have used that
term above.

Why then is such an endeavour a sign of being dd/ith our-
selves? Because, however we may choose to deneoticept in detall,
traditional wisdomnecessarily constitutes a mode of knowing thdekf
from the knowledge that is our joint scholarly putsNo traditional
wisdom could ever be produced by our scholarly oddth(all we can do
with our scholarly methods is try and representudeent, and analyse,
such traditional wisdom as is not ours). If yettsactraditional mode of
knowing fascinates us enough to spend years ofivas trying to come
near it, then there must be an unmistakably nastalgment there — as if
we recognise that that traditional mode of knowhag a claim to contin-
ued relevance and understanding which today’s ¢lstiance has been
unable to destroy or replace. Calling a mode ofkng ‘wisdom’ means
that we take it seriously as an aspect of the huemaleavour to under-
stand the world and human life and meet their praldies, as comple-
mentary to modern science rather than as to berseged and exposed
by modern science. We use the scientific mode ofnkmg to represent,
and bring to intercultural recognition, a differembde of knowing.

What does that difference reside in? Having charsed the sci-
entific mode of knowing as objective, rational andiversal, we are
tempted to define traditional wisdom sugbjective, a-rationa{not to say
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irrational),and particularising

From wherever in the world, these expressiongatdfitional wis-
dom constitute texts (written or oral) whose mammnpis to instruct the
audience orthe practical dilemmas of human lifeence contradiction,
tautology and ambiguity are as common, in this geas in most other
oral and written text genres from all parts of therld and all periods,
except specialist academic prose; the charactefestiogical’ is not to-
tally inapplicable here. However, the importannthis that what is pre-
sented in these wisdom texts is unmistakably meabe more than just
subjective, particularising and personal, — it isamt to have a wider,
more general applicability beyond the speaker’s tifenexperience and
specific situation; the lessons are implied to lwetlvgiving, and taking,
because they are claimed to capture somethingedhdiman condition in
general. So in fact we are, with such wisdom teretthier closer to scien-
tific knowledge than is suggested by the invermuniula subjective, a-
rational, and, in its practicality, particularising®®

| submit that what distinguishes scientific knowgedfrom the
knowledge of wisdom text, is primarily a matterpsbcedure The truth
of a scientific statement resides in the expliotersubjective procedure
(method, in other words) through which that knowledas been pro-
duced. This applies to all researchers currentiplired in the study of
expressions of traditional wisdom (however mucly thmy, as humani-
ties scholars, define their method as literary smtditive rather than as
rational, objective and universalising; and regesdlof how much con-
tempt or helplessness they may feel vis-a-vis #taral sciences).

But the same emphasis on intersubjective procemkitbe decisive

8 Niels Weidtmann (2007) shows a particular inteiesthe rationality aspect of

African expressions of traditional wisdom. He stessthat vocal African writers on

traditional wisdom, such as Wiredu (1980) and Od®@raka (1990b), take such

rationality to be a general human trait — in linghwa long-standing anthropological

tradition seeking to vindicate the rationality ofridans, specially during the late

colonial period; cf. Gluckman 1955, 1967). Suchsteace on universal rationality,

however, may yet not be Weidtmann’s own positian, & we have seen, he claims
in the third thesis of his contribution that Afrcdraditional wisdom cannot be

phrased in Western discourse.
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basis for valid knowledge production is found, alggoday’s globalising
scientific tradition, in the arts of the divinercathe healer, the astrologer,
the metallurgist, the navigator etc. These tradesnaw found all over
the world. The oldest texts at our disposal documgrthese trades de-
rive from the Ancient Near East over four thousgedrs ago. They are
expressions, not so much of traditional wisdom,dfuiroto-science. The
hallmark of such procedures is thatowledge appears as the necessary
implication attending an intersubjectively (profiesslly, often) recog-
nised limiting condition whose occurrence is imglte be not unique but
repetitive, so that a standard rule can be esthieits

‘if the lob of the liver turns out to be darkendden...’, (Ancient Mesopota-
mia: Jeyes 1989; Bottéro 1974, 1992)

‘if the goddess Aphrodite [the planet Venus] and tiod Ares [the planet
Mars] are in conjunction in the heavens, then...’ ¢i&nt Greece: Bouché-
Leclercq 1879, 1899)

‘if the chick’s intestine turns out to have blagoss, then...” (Guinea-Bissau,
author’s fieldnotes 1983)

‘if the patient displays a insuppressible urgedoak to the singing tune pecu-
liar to SidiMhammad but remains indifferent to the tunes of otheal saints,
then...”. (Tunisia, author’s fieldnotes 1968)

‘if the throw of thehakatadivination tablets brings up the tablé&t&ameand

4 4
K A E <

Although such expressions are likely to be infornisda traditional
worldview, they cannot teeducedto such a worldview; they properly
belong to a different mode of knowledge productiorone that leads
directly to today’s science. By contrast, the egpi@ens of traditional
wisdom typically lack the reliance on standardideshce repeatable and
generally available intersubjective.g. professional) conditional proce-
dures to underpin their truth claims. The undenpigrof expressions of
traditional wisdom lies in human (especially ancdstor divine author-
ity, fed by revelation, a past charter, or diffulde-long experience. Such
underpinning cannot be summoned, at will, repetiyivand instantly, in
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every specific situation as is the case for thetilnm conditions underly-
ing (proto-) science. As a result tegpression of traditional wisdois of
the nature of a belief, or an exhortation, not fempirical statement.
Expressions of traditional wisdom tend to be comedrwith the con-
struction of a coherent worldview which endows gday life and reli-
gious ritual with meaning. It is in this respectathexpressions of
traditional wisdom often are statements of mythut-here myth does not
mean ‘collective representation constituting uriitubut on the contrary,
‘collective representation which, although in nawe format, is implied
(and sometimes explicitly claimed) to convey ultim&ruth and mean-
ing’. Thus, expressions of traditional wisdom aentcal statements of
symbols, and they revolve on the construction aadsmission of no-
tions of continuity, connectedness, life force, amdthe explanation and
justification of illness, death and evil.

| take it that this emphasis on human or divineharty, rather
than in abstract and repeatable intersubjectiveqatare, also suffices to
illuminate the otherwise problematic term ‘tradmad, thus steering
away from other less desirable usages of that tergn:traditional’ as a
euphemism for the distinction between that whiclomhgs to the North
Atlantic / Western region and that which does naethich given the cru-
cial indebtedness of the West to the Ancient Nesst and Africa is un-
helpful; or ‘traditional’ as necessarily confinea that which is handed
down by intergenerational cultural transmissionhtolr does not apply to
Mesopotamian, Egyptian and biblical wisdom texts; to many other
situations where we would yet like to be able teapof ‘traditional
wisdom'.

What is the format of our encounter with such esgians of tradi-
tional wisdom?Scholarship consists in the production of texts] #here-
fore our scholarly encounter with expressions @iditronal wisdom
usually takes a written textual format — the schatdroduces and de-
scribes the expression of tradition wisdom in goestand meditates, in
discursive academic prose, on the scope, relevaneaning and short-
comings of such expressions of traditional wisdomthe light of current,
North Atlantic scientific or otherwise dominant webriew. Written tex-

84



Traditional wisdom — Exploring intercultural epistelogy

tual strategies of disclosure, representation, baautics and global re-
circulation in an academic format, such as makenopern humanities
scholarship, also prevail when we deal with ‘wisdi@xts’ from a prove-
nance that is remote in time or space, or bothhSgtolarly strategies
take a particular, highly specialised (and conthsterm in archae-
ology.”® when, in stead of being written, the expressiohsramitional
wisdom appear also, or exclusively, in an iconogi@format and (espe-
cially when all accompanying contemporary commsniafacking) need
to be interpreted by analogies and other compaatwdels derived from
contexts that either have such contemporary comangwotr that open to
direct research in real time, through the mediunntérviews and par-
ticipation in fieldwork.

The tantalising attraction of such iconographicorestruction of
traditional wisdom on the basis of primarily imadies in the fol-
lowing paradox:

* On the one hand one is confronted, over vast exsanisspace
and time, with recurrent patterns to which one dike to at-
tribute a convergent meaning (for instance, theheyie of the
separation of heaven and earth in many myths fibowvar the
world after the Upper Palaeolithic; or the prol#gon of pat-
terns — such as dots, granulation / specklednpsalss undula-
tions — suggestive of ‘entoptic’ or psychedelignite-related
phenomena and their imagery).

» But on the other hand, how do we find an interstthje scien-
tific method that protects us from wishful thinkjnfjom the
amateurish habit (from the early anthropologist dafdirazer —
1911f, 1918, 1968 — to today’'s New Age) of lumpuwigphe-
nomena from patently incomparable and historicatlyelated
provenances, and from the similarities that spnmag,from his-
torical interrelatedness based on cultural tranafet a shared

49 Cf. Hodder 1986, 1987: Renfrew & Zubrow 1994.
50 cf, Lewis-Williams & Dowson 1988.
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cultural origin, but from simply the parallel eftscengendered

by the identical make-up of the minds of Anatomic®Modern
Humans' whenever and wherever during the 200,000 years of
their existence, of which the first 120,000 yeaxslgsively in

the African continent?

Such iconographic interpretation is still basedtexts (albeit pictorial
ones) that have a tangible and lasting materiardeddowever, the great
majority of expressions of traditional wisdom, egaice the emergence
of humankind have been not written but oral, and the main veagap-
ture these directly is through personal fieldwarkwhich one engages
profoundly and for a prolonged period with the commity owning and
managing such traditional wisdom, so that botharmial research set-
tings and in more informal personal participationeveryday and ritual
life, the expressions of myths, worldviews, morades and practical
ethics may be picked up, understood, committedribng in a modern
language, and committed to academic or popularigiolgal circulation.

From the late 1960s, it is particularly in sucHdwork encounters
that | have personally engaged with, learned, atetnalised expressions
of traditional wisdom in Africa:

1. Initially primarily as an academic ethnographer atithohistorian,
2. Then, from 1990 on, also and increasingly as somesho is
taking a critical distance from the appropriatimgl aistancing eth-
nographic stance inherent in mainstream global @zssgentially
North Atlantic) anthropology, and who instead hasmitted him-

*1 The variety of humankind to which all humans ortleave belonged (ever since
the extinction of Neanderthals less than 25,000syago), i.e. equipped with articu-
late speech, symbolism and comparatively advanoets tand weapons made of
stone, wood and bone.

2 | write humanking and notAnatomically Modern Humansbecause there is
accumulating evidence to suggest that traditionsldem is older even than the
emergence of Anatomically Modern Humans — thatreaceamount of self-reflexive

symbolising went on among Neanderthaloids and dideran forms from the Middle

and even Lower Palaeolithic; cf. Bednarik 1990;rd&® et al. 2003.
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self to local expressions of traditional wisdomaasertified and
practising diviner-spirit medium-healer in the Swarh African
sangoma tradition (cf. van Binsbergen 1991, 20@3pther words
as someone who (both in Africa and worldwide) eateexistential
counselling and pastoral work on the basis of Afiovisdom
principles

3.  And finally, from the late 1990s, as an interculuphilosopher
calling to question the foundations and the pdit intercultural
knowledge construction particularly where expreassiof tradi-
tional wisdom are concerned; it is at this stage tltomplemented
my radical criticism of anthropology with an eqyaladical (self-)
criticism of the adoptive strategy of ‘going nativefor the latter is
inherently problematic as a form of interculturppeopriation and
as a movement that obscures, rather than illunsn#te problems
of rationality, representation, instrumentality,gbenony, existen-
tial encounter and identity, in intercultural knedgbe formation.

This personal development in the course of my canas put me
in a position from which | can appreciate the wayvhich modern schol-
ars both dissect and feel strangely attractedaitional expressions of
wisdom, and in which | have realised that the ‘alggad’ implied in such
attraction, is in fact an epistemological critigakthe hegemonic and
totalising pretensions of modern science. It i® asrecognition of the
fact that much of what ‘other cultures’, outside tHorth Atlantic, have
achieved in the way of expressions of tradition@dem, must not be
ignored or slighted as invalid or obsolete. Oncbetrary, such achieve-
ments deserve to be acknowledged as genuine kngevledtheir own
right, as essential elements in the global knowdeldgritage of human-
kind, based on an epistemology of its own, capabsolving some of the
dilemmas of the human conditions as well as, otebeéhan, dominant
global / North Atlantic science.

This is claiming far more than | can substantiatéhie present pa-
per. All | can do here is offer some brief illusioas of what | mean. Let
me therefore conclude by briefly discussing founfs of African tradi-
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tional wisdom which | find particularly convincings complements or
alternatives to modern science, and capable ofgbegformulated in a
global format, and globally circulated.

7. Four examples of viable African traditional wisd om with
potentially global applicability

| refer to my four examples of ‘tacit modern unvasd set out in section
4 above, and contrast them with African traditioneddom.

1. The human body

Much traditional wisdom in Africa is concentrated the human body?
whose life cycle and fertility are celebrated. Thigath may become the
highest, and with all its sense of bereavemenegséntially festive, cul-
mination of life; and puberty rites (especially f&m ones) appear as a
vital resource of meaning spilling over to the otfields of the entire
culture. Symbolic parallelism between the body #mel land, and be-
tween the body and the structure of socio-politmaanisation, makes
macrocosmic phenomena understandable at a humén Ecaquently
the body is marked and covered with substancesatkefrom other bod-
les, from surrounding nature, and from humans’llacgefact production
— yet the celebration of the undressed, and ofclbéaned and cleansed
body is an implicit articulation of purity and tissmoral innocence in the
face of the continuity of life force (locally ofteconceptualised as the
ancestors, or the spirits of the wild). The movetrdrthe body in space
and time confirms dance and music as the most abwiay of situating
the individual in its social and cosmological pmsit and of re-finding
that position after illness, crisis and bereaveme@nifices are points of
transformation between the cosmological, the scamal the individual,

>3 From the very extensive literature on African @oglity | mention: Ngubane 1977;
Kubik 1977; Devisch 1985, 1990, 1995, 2000; Rag&d@l; Jacobson-Widding 1991;
Maw & Picton 1992; Fernandez 1990; Kimmerle 198&]dy 1976; Turner 1969b; de
Boeck 1995.
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articulating life as a constant flow of life forae and out the individual
human body, and between individuale-g.in a sexual context. Espe-
cially healing practices reconstitute the connesibetween worldview,
social organisation, and body; they not only resli@sd restore, but effec-
tively createthe human individual. Most importantly, it is thedy that
situates individuals in a chain of continuity acagenerations and even
(through possession, hunting, consumption, totemcesentations etc)
across species, whose perpetuation is implied tthédrue meaning of
life. The African traditional wisdom of the bodym@essed and mobilised
in every ritual and every act of therapy, contrstsefully and convinc-
ingly with the alienating body practices of the toAtlantic region to-
day, as evoked in section 4 above; as well as thiéhtime-honoured
bodily conceptions and practices (often far mostrietive and rigid than
their African counterparts) of the world religioftdinduism, Buddhism,
Judaism, Christianity, Islam, etc.) which have lmeeancreasingly domi-
nant in the Old World over the past three millenihiaAfrican systems of
corporality we find a wisdom which not only has esned vitally impor-
tant to African people today, but which has alsovpd to be capable of
reformulation into a global format, and of beingluglly transmitted in
the form of African-inspired musical practices, dag, healing, and
sexual practices; ever renewed and increasinglyjgamated with glob-
alising practices from elsewhere, African corponeadom continues to
conguer the world.

2. Conflict regulation

African local-level practices of conflict regulati@onstitute an important
expression of traditional wisdom, to be shared hi#h wider world. The

relatively old and exhausted state of many Afrisails and eco-systems
has been an important factor in the vulnerable epltemeral nature that
has been a recurrent feature of African state systloth in the past
millennia and today, well after the end of colomale. Therefore, the
grand logic of formal organisation (elsewhere th fof political and

economic expansion and innovation in the last fellermia and espe-
cially since the 19th century CE) has often renziae imported dream
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in Africa — repeatedly turned nightmare in postodddstate contexts.
But on the basis of such principles as the compheaniy of oppositions,
and the awareness of sharing a fundamental humanithe face of
which total social exclusion of particular individuals and gps is liter-
ally unthinkable, African small-scale communitiemvh managed to per-
sist and to renew themselves by virtue of a pderbueffective mode of
conflict management. African local-level traditioosconflict resolution
are typically based on the recognition of plurakhy of plural positions
of integrity, and the symbolically creative invemtiof real or pretended
common grounds that would allow the parties invdlve yield and be
reconciled — for if two opponents are both rigtdrttihere can be no logi-
cal road to reconciliation except via the ternargi¢ of sleight-of-hand.
However, because the binary logic of the excluddl tis central to the
imported forms of the modern social organisatibwe, tnodern state, and
their official language expressions, these timeelwed African mecha-
nisms of conflict regulation have turned out tosheprisingly ineffective
at the national and international level (althougbstpapartheid South
Africa may yet prove us wrong on this point), arsdaaresult Africa has
stood out, during the last half century, as a plafcstate collapse, civil
war and genocide. Yet great African statesmen efléist few decades,
such as Julius Nyerere, Nelson Mandela, Desmond, Butd Kofi An-
nan, seem to have been able to effectively transome of this tradi-
tional wisdom of conflict regulation to a level lmed the local
community. A closer, comparative and theoreticatlgt' of these Afri-
can modes of conflict regulation as forms of triadi&l wisdom may help
to reformulate them into a globally receptible fatmwhich may also
prove more effect at the national and internatidéexa! in Africa.

In the discussion following my oral presentationwhich the present argu-

ment is based, Niels Weidtmann stressed (righti) these African modes of

conflict regulation donot spring from any exceptionally powerful sense of

community in African societies — on the contramygls a sense is often surpris-
ingly weak. | totally agree, having stressed iniaas publications on the

>4 Cf. Norbeck 1963; Gluckman 1955; Simonse 1992:ef54996; Ngwane 1996;
van Binsbergen 2003c.
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Nkoya people of Zambia how their villages are geabmmunities of strang-
ers, people who were not born together and who natl die together, but
whose lives are temporarily intermeshing in thetesnof a particular small
village and / or kin group, whilst each individualpersonally and uniquely
involved in a life-long merry-go-round of rural amdral-urban geographical
mobility, marrying, divorcing, and serially explimiy a whole range of poten-
tial kin alliances in the process. Other Africangstidies, for instance those
from the Manchester School context (cf. van Bingber2007a and extensive
references cited there), show that such a setuytigpeculiar to the Nkoya
people but has a much wider African applicabil@iven the loose and vul-
nerable sense of community in many African contestsiflict resolution, just
like marriage rather than being predicated on an already existggmse of
community is an attempt to activelgreatecommunity in the first place, be-
cause it articulates people into complementary sppgogroups, and formu-
lates an idiom in terms of which their oppositioancbe negotiated with
minimum social and symbolic destructiveness. Confiegulation can do this,
not by virtue of any fixed, well-defined and wedirectioned politico-legal sys-
tem of clearly allocated individual and collectinghts, prerogatives and obli-
gations, but precisely by virtue of the inchoatéura (Mitchell 1971; van
Velsen 1971) of African socio-political organisatjan other words by virtue
of the existence of a complex web of conflictingstiwhich each potentially
lay a total claim on the groups and individualsoled (Gluckman 1955,
1965; Colson 1960). In such a situation where oag typically belong to
more than one conflicting group at the same tinmel, @where more than one
party in conflict may have an equally justifiedioleto truth, honour, compen-
sation, bride-wealth, and other scarce resouraad]ict regulation can only
be through creative sleight-of-hand, invoking a&ey logic that allows one to
have one’s cake and eat it at the same time —hier atords, the wisdom of
negotiation, symbolic rhetoric, and finitude.

3. The accessible individual mind

As a third example of African traditional wisdomwould cite African
elements of a philosophy of mind, such as artiedaby Gyekye and
Wiredu, for instance, in their rendering of theadat)y of the Akan ethnic
and linguistic cluster in West Africa In the Western philosophical tradi-
tion, the philosophy of mind has faced aporiasasfoumber of reasons:

the heritage of Platonic / early Christian / Cagesbody-mind

5 Cf. Wiredu & Gyekye 1992; Gyekye 1995: Wiredu 198Be accounts of these
two philosophers of the Akan system do not compteteatch. Cf. Miller 2002.
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dualism (critiqued by, for instance, Ryle 1949),

. well-known pitfalls of the ‘other minds’ problerf;

. the Western stress on the concept of the indivjduadivided self
— conceived not as a socio-cultural construct pactd a particular
time and place, but as a self-evident given oftthman condition
in general — as the central cosmological and ogicéd entity.

The latter point claims that it is impossible fornas to communicate
directly with one another, leaving only the indire@nsmission of mental
contents via material signs (including speech) ivece through the
senses. Such an individualistic and atomistic cpti@e of the mind,
whilst a basic tenet underlying most world religgaioday, leads us into
great difficulty, since the actual direct commutiga between minds (as
implied in the ideas of telepathy and precognifibig simply an every-
day experience to many people from all culturakemtations and all
times. Anthropologists working on African divinaticand trance have
similar phenomena to report which seem to go agdhes dominant,
‘Sceptical’ natural-science paradigms of todaymlist be admitted that
there are huge epistemological and methodologifiaties inherent in
such claims (Olivier de Sardan 1988). On the otlaexd, contrary to what
most modernist Sceptics, and their lay parrotansieerealise, the theory
of non-locality as an aspect of main-stream quantunchaeics does
provide an excellent theoretical basis for the joagy of such paranor-

*6 Bilgrami 1993 and references cited there.

>" Philosophical problems of (the claim of the exise of) paranormal phenomena
are discussed ir.g, Eisenbud 1982; Brier 1974; Mundle 1964; Grim 199discuss
these themes in connection with African divinatgmsactices in van Binsbergen
2003b. An authoritative synthetic overview of theparical evidence for paranormal
phenomena, in the face of the ill-informed and emthed modern Sceptics move-
ment, is Radin 1997, with extensive bibliographgab Radin holds a PhD in phys-
ics; one of his own contributions to this field what, together with R.D. Nelson, he
managed to have an authoritative, mainstream physicnal publish a discussion of
nearly a thousand cases of consciousness-relatedadies in random physical sys-
tems,e.g. computers being demonstrably and instantly infbeehby deliberate hu-
man thought (Radin & Nelson 1989).
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mal phenomen? Since such insights, in locally encoded cultuaahds,
are common-place in many African contexts but reped from public
circulation (especially among non-specialists)ha post-Enlightenment
North Atlantic region, paranormal phenomena mayatugied (cf. Hebga
1988; van Binsbergen 2003b) to constitute a domémere the truth
claims of African wisdom are not just valid withime local African space
of culturally created self-evidence, but may desdorsbe globally medi-
ated as a statement of a transcultural truth, @metdn superior to current
collective representations in the West. Yet mositrapologists with such
experiences hide in psychological rationalisatitret make the diviner
merely a skilful manipulator of plain sensory infation and an articula-
tor of, essentially widely circulating, village romr. Of course, there is
no denying the ordinary psychology of the interpaed information
flow, by virtue of which clients often sensorilyatrsmit information to
diviner-healers without the client being aware lagt thus allowing the
diviner-healer to spuriously claim paranormal sesrof knowledge.
However, my own two decades as an African divinevehabsolutely
convinced me that these normal processes of conuatiom and impres-
sion management, coupled with the trance-like tegles of trans-
individual sensitivity that one learns as an Afncaiisdom specialist,
create fertile grounds also for genuine non-sengsamys of knowledge
transmission. Such transmission can hardly be agadaby the publicly
dominant, global / North Atlantic scientific ontglp, but is eminently
accounted for in the worldview of African wisdom. the Southern Afri-
can divinatory idiom, extrasensory production ofatvappears to be valid
knowledge is explained by the (in that cultural tesi) self-evident inter-
cession of possessing or guiding ancestors. IiAkan version, by con-
trast, individual minds are, as forms of what isalty calledsunsum
considered to be semi-autonomously subsumed inigersal World
Soul,okra, and it is this interconnectedness which eminestiyounts for
telepathy, precognition and veridical divinatiorf.@urse, the idea of the
World Soul is not limited to African worldviews ascorded in historical

%8 Cf. Einstein et al. 1931, 1935; Bell 1964; Walté77; Bohm & Hiley 1993.
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times. It is found in the literate, specialist itamhs of the East and the
West® Considerable correspondences between Akan arsladb&reek
culture have been pointed out (cf. Graves 196221), and it is not im-
possible that one is indebted to the other, or bHwah partially derive
from a common African source (cf. Arnaiz-Villeret al. 2001). But
whereas in the Western tradition the idea of theléV8oul has become a
specialist and minority idea without vital anchagag popular collective
representations, in West Africa it has been anesgion of widely held
traditional wisdom as recorded in the 19th and 2@tituries.

Meanwhile there is an important point to be ap@ted here, which throws
further light on the peculiar rationality of divithan and healing as a wisdom
practice. True enough, the art of the diviner-healeludes specific technical
procedures, which are well-defined, managed antinéted among the spe-
cialist owners of such wisdom. We have seen howethargely seem to be
forms of knowledge production based on procedugagled by the specific
conventionalised interpretations of conditions wedi by explicit limiting
conditions, of the type ‘if the lob of the liverrtis out to be darkened, then...".
If this were truly the case, such formal procedweslld in principle produce
(proto-) scientific knowledge, not wisdom; and be textent to which the im-
plication triggered by the limiting condition (fanstance: ‘...then the king
will die’) in reality — under the regime of truttoestruction that informs our
present-day science — can only be said to be yataltelated to the limiting
condition, such implications are false and suclersm can, from our present
viewpoint, only be called pseudo-sciefit@®n the other hand, if the diviner-
healer’s lay client (and often the diviner-healen$elf) consciously finds that

¥ The idea of the World Soul is associated withdhecept ofAtman 37ic# / Brah-
mans& of in South Asian Advaita Vedanssgd del=d philosophy as formulated by
Adi Sankara3nfe g@X (c. 800 CE).

% In the Western philosophical tradition the ideahsf World Soul is associated with
such names as Heraclitiesd.fragment D. 22, A, 17), Plat@imaeus29f), the Stoics,
Plotinus, the early St Augustine, the alchemicadiition from Late Antiquity onward,
to re-surface with Spinoza, Leibniz, Newton, Legsithe Theosophical movement
around 1900, and (on the borderland between plilogsahe life sciences and New
Age) most recently with Lovelock@&aia hypothesis.

®l As today’s astrology is justifiably called pseustience today (for instance by
Popper (1959), although 3,000 years ago it washénforefront of (proto-)science.

Probably, and hopefully, the paroxysms of todag®rsce (the theory of relativity,

guantum mechanisms, and neurobiology) will endsupseudo-sciences within a few
centuries, to be replaced by better science...
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he believes in the diviner-healer's pronouncemenhtis,is so not only on the
basis of the latter’s authority (as in wisdom), bls#o and particularly because
of the objective infallibility attributed to the eften fairly complicated and
standardised, i.e. repetitive — divinatory proceduiollowed, as patent truth-
producing techniques of an objectifying, technicature. We are left with a
puzzle, an aporia, for if the material instrumeottgdivination €.g. four tab-
lets, a collection of bones or figurines, the cleatraces left by nocturnal visi-
tors from the animal kingdom, the painstakingly coddted chart of the
position of planets at a particular place and tiare) strictly applied in accor-
dance with the rules, which formally do not leavey alegrees of freedom,
they could not — under today’s global scientifiswasptions — possibly pro-
duce veridical divination. Yet they do, in my extere experience. My solu-
tion is that in fact the procedures are not striétllowed, and cannot be.
Every divinatory outcome displays what the divioatispecialist Werbner
(1973) has called ‘the superabundance of understgndhere is never just
one clue but there are always several, and thesalalays more or less in-
compatible and contradictory. For instance, in Beut African four-tablet
divination®? every fall of the four tablets (and with back drht of each tab-
let being marked as different there afe=216 different falls possible) can be
interpreted along nine different dimension: an@stvitchcraft, social, health,
economic, etc. Moreover, each fall has its speciicventionalised praise text
— which is ambiguous and dark, just like the proraaments of the Delphi
oracle in Ancient Greece (Fontenrose 1978), ordhafstheyi jing 2% (‘I
Ching’) oracle and wisdom text of classical Chihagge 1993). By the same
token, a full astrological theme (‘horoscope’), lggad with all the possible
aspects (in degrees, with each cohort of degre@sdés own conventional
beneficor malefic connotations), with very specific meanings andetate
correspondences — of colour, musical tone, geograplocation, gender,
mood, moral quality, etc. — very specific to eaé¢hthee various planets and
secondary astrological points) is an array of imseecomplexity, a bunch of
contradictions and incompatible associations frohictv simply not one un-
equivocal outcome can ever resulinless through drastic selection and
weighing i.e. by sleight-of-hand (regardless of tlike this is done con-
sciously and cynically, or in good faittAs | have stressed in earlier accounts
(e.g.2003b), the diviner-healer may use this completatgnter into a trance-
like state in which he may be argued to becomeaquéatly receptive for ex-
trasensory perception. But even regardless of tissipility of such an extra-
sensory contribution, the diviner simply engageswisdom juggling the
abundance of clues, many of them mutually conttadi¢c which the oracular
procedures provide in combination with the divisebackground knowledge
of the client and of the latter’s situation, andgsing all the loose ends into an
increasingly coherent complex narrative, which (tlu¢he intensive interac-
tion between diviner and client during the sesstbe)client will increasingly
recognise as revealing and as relevant. Thus theediengages in wisdom as

%2 Cf. van Binsbergen 1995, 1996, 2003a: chs. 5-8.
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practical knowledge, — along lines that are notesally different from the
creative skills (of selective synthesis and masgagver contradictions, and
rhetorical persuasiveness) that allow a scholgpramuce a convincing and
publishable argument. In doing so, the diviner nsakgensive use of the
multi-interpretability and of the degrees of freedwrhich the oracular appara-
tus in fact provides (although the local lieliefusually that it is totally deter-
ministic as an expression of divine will, and does allow for any leeway or
freedom of interpretation.) The diviner derives éwgn authority from the fact
that he can nonetheless let this sleight-of-hanek @& the immutable, un-
equivocal, authoritative outcome of technical otacprocedures. The conclu-
sion seems inescapable that the authority attmbiite such divination is
already predicated upon a proto-scientific widentegt, where (even in the
eyes of the individual lay client, having somehodopted the specialists’
proto-scientific outlook) it is procedures rathkean divine authority that pro-
duces truth. But even though the diviner and tlentbelieve that the oracular
pronouncements are compellingly determined by thet @pplication of the
intersubjective, standard oracular proceduie$act they are not-rom com-
plexity and contradiction, via techniques of negtdin, weighing and selec-
tion, to meaningful pronouncement — this is whaivebwe have identified as
the path of wisdom, not of sciend&hat the diviner does, is the production of
unique, bricolaged practical wisdom under the disguof the production of
systematic and unassailable knowledge by meanepstitive standard pro-
cedures that enhance the authority of his pronomergs

4. Mythology

My final example of expressions of African tradra wisdom derives
from a field on which | have concentrated over lds few years, com-
parative mythology, in a project whose rationaleswa establish the
empirical basis for my thesis of the fundamentdiucal unity of human-
kind, in particular of Anatomically Modern Humansa-complement
therefore to my hyperbolically challenging adagéltieres do not exisf?
Here | will concentrate, not on meaning and conteat on formal proc-
esses in the global history of mythology, whichrepat least 200,000
years. Myths are expressions of traditional wisdorthe sense that they
articulate and support a culture’s view of the wahd of man; offering
aetiological explanation of specific natural pheeoa, human institu-
tions, and names; and providing models for emutaéind edification in
real life. Many expressions of traditional wisdome an the format of

%3 yan Binsbergen 2003e, 2006, 2008.
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myth, not in the modernist pejorative sense asectille representation
constituting untruth, but as collective represeatatn narrative format,
tout court(cf. van Binsbergen 2003d). Although Ancient Egymte of

the earliest, most powerful and enduring civiliea of the ancient
world, was located in Africa and displayed manyiédn traits, and al-
though the African continent contained major sié®arly Christianity

and of medieval Islam, yet prior to the 19th cept@E writing remained
peripheral to most of African life, and African turles have excelled in
orality including story-telling. Anatomically ModeHumans emerged in
Africa c. 200,000 years ago, and only began t&lgito other continents
c. 80,000 years ago in the context of the Out-afeaf Exodus. Geneti-
cally and culturally the African continent still m@mins some identifiable
traces of the long pre-Exodus period. Such tracesaklso to be found
everywhere outside Africa — it is these traces #tlatved us to discover
the Out-of-Africa Exodus in the first place. Sodrefwe fall into the trap
of hegemonically inventing Africa (Mudimbe 1988) #® ultimate do-

main of primordiality (Conrad’#leart of darknessas Africa has so often
appeared in North Atlantic colonial and postcolbsiareotyping), let us
consider the following points which are particwarimportant for an

appreciation of the global importance of the tiadiél wisdom contained
in myths:

1. While we must acknowledge the possibility of paglalhvention
due to the common structure of the mind of AnatathicModern
Humans, and recently the converging effects ofucaltglobalisa-
tion, still an important partial explanation of thery many univer-
sals and near-universals of human cultures worldwid/iredu
1990, 1996; Brown 1991; Oruka 1990a) is the follmyvithese
universals may be seen as elements (surprisinglgtant and per-
sistent over tens of thousands of years, as if ldgapegrammed
into human culture) of our common cultural heritdgag pio-
neered inside Africa before the Out-of-Africa Exedand subse-
guently spread all over the globe. | have calles theritage
‘Pandora’s Box’, freeing the image from the negatbonnotations
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it has had since Hesit&nd going back to the original meaning of
the Greek name Pandora, ‘the All-giving’. Considgrthe incom-
parable importance of narrative for creating ancpgiating hu-
man groups, and acknowledging articulate languagyeoree of
Anatomically Modern Humans’ principal distinctiveaits, Pan-
dora’s Box must have contained a basic mythologiegkrtoire
which the Out-of-Africa Exodus caused to spread aaér the
world, and which painstaking comparative reseaschaw begin-
ning to reconstruct — around such themes as the&ntoe trickster,
the fire, the rainbow snake, the tree of life, thptile erroneously
announcing death etc.

2. However, much of the development of world mythologgk place
after the Out-of-Africa Exodus, in the course afigeof millennia
of ecological, cultural and cosmological developmeutside Af-
rica, especially in Asia. Here, as transformatiansl innovations
upon the mythological contents of Pandora’s Boxl also linked,
in identifiable ways, with the emergence of new e®0f produc-
tion and new linguistic macro-families, some of timajor cos-
mologico-mythological themes emerged, such as O years
ago in Central Asia) the cosmogony based on thara@pn of
Land and Water (with the Flood as cataclysmic atatibn of that
separation, requiring world order to be restorecalsecond crea-
tion); and the alternative and somewhat later cgemyp revolving
on the separation of Heaven and Eé&rtthich made possible the
idea of the demiurge and other forms of re-conoadfiree, moun-
tain, bird, pyramid, ladder, stairway, rainbow, daeme, shaman,
king, twin) between Heaven and Earth — which hawesttuted

®4 Hesiod,Opera et Dies42-105.

® Hilde Link (2007) referred to the stage precedingh separation in the narrative,
the tight embrace of heaven and earth, in South Asd in Ambon, Indonesia. This
mytheme has extensive further attestatiomg.(in Nigeria, Oceania, and Ancient
Greece) which in the light of the theory preseritete must be considered historically
related, however distantly.
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central themes in theological and iconographic mepe of civili-
sations from the Neolithic onwards. Much of the ile&an mytho-
logical repertoire of Eurasia (faintly echoed ie thmericas, more
clearly so in recently populated Oceania) emergethis phase
along lines that we are now beginning to make out.

3. As these themes proliferated, mainly in Asia, akBiato-Africa
population movement made for what recent genesearh has
discovered to be a feed-back migration from Ceramal West Asia
into Africa, from c. 15,000 agéwhich on its way also had a major
impact on Europe. In the process, relatively neviaksarrative
themes entered Africa and dominantly installed thelaes onto
the pre-Exodus mythologies that had continued d@asfiorm and
innovate there. As a result, sub-Saharan Africa haw the para-
doxical combination of relatively new mythologidar¢ely con-
tinuous with those of Eurasia) told by people wirttlatively
ancient genes.

So much for the essentialisation and alterisatiorthe hands of
scholars, of the traditional wisdom as expressedfican narratives:
modern transcultural othering by North Atlantic scscientists turns
out — at least in this case — to impose a diffeeewbere in fact there was
none, thus hegemonically obscuring the fundamemmgaiscontinental
historic continuity of culturesThe North Atlantic culture (which in re-
cent centuries has largely informed the scholagssppective) and the
cultures of sub-Saharan Africa turn out to be neddy closely related and
to share highly important prehistoric substrateRatends to be invoked
as signs of Western difference and superiorityn iact part of a world-
wide process of cultural history, in which the @a®f initiative and the
flows of cultural indebtedness have shifted (fronfrica to Asia to
Europe), as they will in the future, and in whiclt@nmon, transconti-
nental repertoire of meaning and image is beingagad by the whole of

%6 Cf. Hammeret al. 1998: Cruciani 2002; Coia 2005.
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humankind —, in myriad fragmented, transformed iandvated yet more
or less continuous, local forms, that were subgedtelocalising trans-
formation when travelling beyond their initial awal bedding, and
whose underlying continuity we could scarcely hauspected until, in
the most recent times, globalisation created advaonk for the recogni-
tion of pan-human difference in unity.

8. Situating intercultural philosophy from a wisdom perspec-
tive

Our discussion of traditional wisdom in the contektthe multifarious
wisdom revival today, promises to deliver a boonhae not bargained
for. | have mentioned intercultural philosophy amoiie globalising
strategies

that have driven home the irreducible potentiahmfdes of knowing (often
designated as ‘wisdom’) outside the Western masastrtradition;

and | have characterised wisdom as

creative practical knowledge that allows one toatiege the pitfalls and con-
tradictions of human life (especially in those damsaof which we might say
today that they are not tightly rule-governed amaistcarry considerable un-
certainty, ambivalence and incompatible multiplethis), and to accept both
the social nature of human life, and its finitude.

It is time to make one final step, and to point tht intercultural phi-
losophy, whatever the pretences implied in its n&neannot be philoso-

®7 Another such pretence is the existence of a fityraf cultures, between which
interaction and even dialogue is supposed to tékeepas if they were ontologically
distinct, and even conscious and articulate, estiti have confronted this aspect of
the term ‘intercultural philosophy’ (van Binsberg2®03e), arguing that instead of the
concept of ‘cultures’ (plural), the term ‘culturafientation’ is more suitable to cope
with the overlap, the situationality, the optiotglithe plural allegiance, and the
temporal dynamics of such patterns of collectivegpgamming — without denying,
however, that part of this programming, especialinfancy, is effected so deeply as
to become indelible, resulting in the productionseldf-evident truth which yet is
merely a collective representation having no vglidutside the collectivity owning
and managing that representation.
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phy in the accepted contemporary academic serngalyanformed by the
Kantian tradition. On the contrary, interculturdhilpsophy has to be
some form ofwisdom— not in the essentialist sense of incomparabsewi
and eternal truths, but rather in the technicatsef such intimations on
the state and nature of Being as are not basegstansatic, replicable
and objectifying procedures of knowledge formatibnwe agree that a
cultural orientation is a machine for the productmf self-evident truth
which yet is merely a collective representationihgwno validity outside
the collectivity owning and managing that repreagoh, then the en-
counter between cultural orientations inevitablpduces ‘considerable
uncertainty, ambivalence and incompatible multiplghs’, reminding us
of the social constructedness of all truth, andhofery special type of
finitude notably the intrinsically finite applicdity of cultural truths to
only a subset of humanity (in other words, cultuedtivism). In such an
intercultural situation, the very notion &howledgeas ‘justified true
belief’ (even if rephrased to accommodate Gettier) becompsssible,
for strictly speaking (i.e. in the Kantian philosogal academic tradition)
justification, truthand beliefcan only mean anythingithin one and the
same language-based cultural orientation — theynnmedhing between
cultural orientations, where they must lack thef-eeident validation
they would derive from the context of just one wgultural orientation.
This can easily be seen from the following exam@lecommon
justification for belief, found in many cultures; fbecause our ancestors
told us so’. But this appeal to particularist, loeathority figures, al-
though fully effective for valid knowledge in theclal domain, carries no
authority in other cultures that have other anagsstd their own and do
not accept the authority of foreign ancestors,hat have deconstructed
the very notion of ancestors and their authority tlBe same token, ‘true’
and especially ‘belief’ (whose relative, perspeditivature tends to render
an analysis like the present one, recursive ammlleir anyway) can be
demonstrated to be culture-specific, and hencepadda of generating
valid knowledge (in the sense of the above definjtiacross cultural
boundaries. Our only way out seems to be: to takelaive and situ-
ational view of such boundaries — like in thi@-flop behaviour of the
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membrane evoked in footnote 45 above. However,afwish to think
about a cultural boundary as a semi-permeable narmabwe must admit
that the membrane, while permeable for sociable rmilitional ex-
changes, generalised forms of shared joy and coenatisn, perhaps
ritual, perhaps sex, yet closes shut and becompermeable, precisely
under conditions of emphatic verbal articulationvkich are also the
conditions under which the very detailed, speainl precise local cul-
tural knowledge are most adequately stored and geahdt seems as if
there is no way out, for the transcultural transmis of highly specific
knowledge, than becoming a member of the otheuult and that is an
investment few people can make, for constraintsnod, talent, language
skills, and sanity. However, if we resign ourseltfeat we cannot get to
the real thing without a huge and painful investtri@mat moreover will
substantially change our own life forever), we nyay hope to acquire a
measure of watered-down transcultural knowledgdpag as we keep
the semi-permeable membrane open. We can do thet idlo not rely
heavily on explicit articulation in language, butiead — and | realise
how provocative such an admonition must be to pastic social scien-
tists and philosophers — try to rely on other enugsl (e.g. in bodily
contact and rhythms, song, dance, ritual), andheridllowing recognised
admissions of epistemological poverty and humilgyence, empathy,
introspection, and love. These are, in fact, theethonoured strategies of
wisdom: acceptance of finitude; silence; retredb ibodily practices
(from caring for the sick and dying to dancing amchking) that allow us
to celebrate the human body as transcultural congnan.

The present argument, and my other attempts gbribauction of inter-
cultural philosophical texts bring out the unmisthle fact that | am not a
philosopher steeped in, and exclusively identifyith, the mainstream
academic philosophical tradition of Western thougbontrary to my
highly distinguished predecessor in the Rotterdéaircof intercultural
philosophy Heinz Kimmerle, | spend the first quaxi€a century of my
academic life, not in a monocultural reserve oflgaophical textuality
(in Kimmerle’s case the Hegel archive — with affeddhim a masterly

102



Traditional wisdom — Exploring intercultural epistelogy

understanding of modern and post-modern philosqgiut)in messy and
conceptually naive anthropological fieldwork in is&n villages, royal
courts, and urban slums. The wisdom of interculton@diation and nego-
tiation which | learned there (partly on the badisuch practical wisdom
as | brought from my own society, but mainly on teesis of what wis-
dom | was privileged to learn from my African hgstsakes up, for better
or worse, the substance of my intercultural phidso Here mainstream
philosophy has functioned mainly secondarily, &sagor source of inspi-
ration; as a critical touchstone for the well-fodness, plausibility,
originality and profundity— if any — of my though&ind occasionally,
merely as a strategy of textual embellishment angréssion manage-
ment. This downplaying of mainstream philosophy basn out of per-
sonal choice, andot because | do not know better or cannot do better —
had extensively engaged with philosophy before d baen read any
social science, or had experienced any transcuky@osure to speak of.
| deliberately play down mainstream Western phibdgo(whilst using it
eclectically), because | realise thatthe face of the uncertainties and
incompatibilities of intercultural situations, acanhic philosophyespe-
cially in its Analytical variant),outside the specialist language-based
domain of North Atlantic specialist thought, hasoption but to simply
rest its caseHere wisdom reigns supreme, with — in the absefcales
that can be culturally supported by all partiesolaed — all the unpre-
dictable capriciousness of the divine trickster {isat it often becomes
unwisdom — as Continental approaches appear so foéi;n an Analyti-
cal point of view); whereas a painstaking, susthisieidy of expressions
of traditional wisdom worldwide (and the admissibiat this is what —
e.g.as the Pre-Socratic inspiration — lies at theiorgd mainstream aca-
demic philosophy, and is still to a considerableekcontinuous with the
Continental variant) can help us to come to terntbk mterculturality as
one of the few greatest, and potentially most esipéy challenges of our
time.

Here we can also pinpoint more precisely what caltglobalisa-
tion means: forging the multiplicity of disparataltaral orientations into
a more coherent whole so that the various pamieslved in a concrete
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situation (of the type we are used to call ‘intéio@l’) may increasingly
tend to apply convergent worldviews, recognise eogent rules, and
thus produce convergent truths. However, the premisequality and
equal access inherent in such a definition, intp@gds usually defeated
by hegemonic imposition, of the worldview, ruleslaruth of one of the
parties involved. Over the past two centuries, dugipemonic imposition
was the privilege of the North Atlantic region (whiallowed the West-
ern mainstream tradition in philosophy to assumigarsal pretensions),
but that condition is changing rapidly, in a bittéerd bloody contest over
the right to define reality. Here only wisdom, satence nor the logic of
the excluded third, can save humankind.

9. Conclusion

Our argument has oscillated between two extremgigas, both of them
wrong if taken literally and in isolation, yet immbination suggestive of
an ulterior truth. On the one hand, we are tempdedeclare that other
people’s wisdom is largely in the eye of the bebolas equipped with his
distinctive cultural orientation; on the other hamadl wisdom seems to
flow from a common source, which we as AnatomicMigdern Humans
belonging to widely divergent cultural orientatipmeay each call by
different names; yet we are equipped to recognisé svisdom as, per-
haps, closeness to the essence of Being.

Modern intercontinental scholarship is one aspédiabalisation.
It is our task to respectfully record, interpreampare, and recirculate in
a globalising, more or less accessible format winious degrees of
specialist scholarly rigour, and thus celebratéd ltloé beauty and wisdom
of individual local human cultural products, ane tlnderlying connec-
tions that bring us all together.
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