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Anton Wilhelm Amo, an 18th Century African slave who lived, studied and taught philosophy in 
Germany, formulated a considerable critique of Descartes’ mind/body distinction. The history of 
philosophy has neglected to a fault Amo and his role in-and-for the history of philosophy. I strive, 

																																																								
1	I	have	personally	read	most	of	this	edition	and	it	is	going	to	be	great	for	the	history	of	philosophy.	It	will	be	a	
must	buy!		
2 Supposed image of Amo.  



	

	

here, to remove this omission and to present a clear explication of Amo – the philosopher, the 
African, the unnoticed. 

Quick Outline 

I. Biographical Sketch 
II. Why Amo? 
III. Timeline 
IV. English Translation 

Biographical Sketch  

From the Modern Period until the end of the Nineteenth Century, two-thirds3 of the slaves 

that left Africa were taken from Amo’s home, i.e., Guinea, known then as the ‘Gold Coast’.  

4 

Anton Wilhelm Amo born circa 1700 in present-day Ghana was akin to the Akan people, meaning he 

was part of the Nzema clan5, one of the eight clans of the Akan people.6 Slaving was a norming 

																																																								
3 Lovejoy, Paul E. Transformations in slavery: a history of slavery in Africa. Vol. 117. Cambridge University Press, 
2011: P78. 
4	Moll, Herman. "NEGROLAND and GUINEA.”	



	

	

norm for Amo and the Akan people. Taken at a young age, he was purchased in Amsterdam in 1707 

and presented to the Duke of Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel, Anton Ulrich. 

7 

Duke Ulrich gave Amo to his son, August Wilhelm, and one of August’s sisters - the princess of 

Brunswick8 - presumably9 occupied herself with educating Amo.10 Most scholars are of the opinion 

that Duke Ulrich and his family decided to educate Amo (1) because they wanted to obtain favor 

with the Russian Empire and (2) they wanted to display to Peter the Great, I, that he was not the 

																																																								
5 According to the Akan people, “a clan is like a flowering shrub, it blossoms in clusters. (…) [and] “the family tree 
is not clipped”.  (Abraham., 455) 
6 Lochner, Norbert. "Anton Wilhelm Amo: A Ghana Scholar in Eighteenth Century Germany." Transactions of the 
Historical Society of Ghana (1958): P169. Lochner wrongly calls Amo’s clan the Nzima clan, which is the name of 
their language and not the people.  
7 Portraits by Christoph Bernhard Francke. Francke was court paint for Duke Rudolph Augustus. Duke Rudolph’s 
daughter, Duchess Christine Sophia, married her cousin August Wilhelm.  
8 Duke Ulrich had multiple daughters. Thus, Amo could have been educated by any one of the princesses.  
9 I haven’t found evidence to back-up this claim but this seems highly plausibly because Amo knew Greek and 
Hebrew but he did not study theology.  Common to the 18th Century, women were not given a form education, but 
they were allowed to study the Bible. Thus, wealthy women, like Duke Ulrich’s daughters, would have tutors teach 
them Greek and Hebrew. Thus, they could better understand God and His word. Amo was a natural philosophy, and 
most natural philosophers did not know Hebrew and only some truly known Greek, most only had an elementary 
understanding of Greek. Therefore, Amo knowing Greek and Hebrew seems indicative of a wealthy women’s 
education in early modern Europe.  
10 Yancy, George, et al. "Philosophy and the Black Experience." (2014). P45. 

Anton Ulrich August Wilhelm 



	

	

only one with an enlightened Moor.11 Peter the Great’s slave Abram Petrovich Gannibal was legally 

adopted12 by the tsar’s family and raised alongside his only surviving son, Alexei Petrovich.13  

 14 

Abram became a military officer and engineer, married into nobility, and even held positions at 

court. Both Amo and Abram’s lives were saturated with anomalous opportunities, which were 

contingent on their proprietors. I want to stress that their opportunities were contingent on their 

proprietors. Abram was made part of the family15 while Amo was never given such opportunities, 

which reveals the stark difference in their life-experiences and historical impact.  

 In 1727, Amo began his collegiate studies at the University of Halle. 

																																																								
11 Brentjes, Burchard. "Anton Wilhelm Amo, First African Philosopher in European Universities." Current 
Anthropology (1975): P443. Smith, Justin EH. Nature, Human Nature, and Human Difference: P208. 
12	Of	course	not	in	the	way	adoption	is	understand	today.	
13 Alexei was Peter the Great’s only son to survive to adulthood. He lost 7 sons and 4 daughters. This is why I 
believe Peter the Great adopted Abram.  
14 Paul Delaroche completed Peter’s portrait. Delaroche was a famous French painter of the 19th Century and is 
known for The Execution Of Lady Jane Grey. Alexei’s portrait painted by Johann Paul Luedden (also known as 
Ludden) is displayed in Moscow’s Museum of History. Hugh Barnes, author of Gannibal: The Moor of Petersburg, 
has defined Abram’s supposed portrait as contingent. More research is needed regarding his portrait.  
15 Defined as valuable by Peter the Great. To be valued by Western history people like Amo and Abram often times 
have to be “valued” by someone in the European world that can legitimizes their value.  

Abram Petrovich GannibalPeter the Great Alexei Petrovich



	

	

16 

Two years later, he defended his first thesis: DE IURE MAURORUM IN EUROPA (On the Right of 

Moors in Europe - 1729).  

 

17 

																																																								
16 Amo, Antonius G. Antonius Guilielmus Amo. Halle, Saale: Martin-Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg, 1968. P4. 
[Languages contained: Latin, Greek, Germany, French, English] 
17 Amo, P5. 

Notice of Registration at Halle (1727) 

Amo’s Participation in His Thesis Disputation (1729)



	

	

Following his defense, he moved to the University of Wittenberg in 1729, where he obtained a MA 

in Philosophy and Liberal Arts within a year of arriving on campus.  

18 

Four years later, he defended his dissertation: DE HUMANAE MENTIS APATHEIA (On the 

Impassivity of the Human Mind - 1734); and on the 16th of April 1734, Amo was awarded a doctorial 

degree in philosophy.  

19 

																																																								
18 Amo, P7. 

Notice of Registration at Wittenberg (1730)

On the Impassivity of the Human Mind (1734) 



	

	

That following May, Amo’s student, John Theodosius Meiner, defended his and Amo’s 

thesis, which was published, a continuation of Amo’s dissertation: IDEARUM DISTINCTAM 

EORUM QUAE COMPETUNT VEL MENTI VEL CORPORI NOSTRO VIVO ET 

ORGANICO (A Philosophical Disputation Containing a Distinct Idea of Those Things That Belong Either to 

Our Mind or to Our Living and Organic Body - 1734). Amo then taught at the University of Halle and the 

University of Jena, and during this time he published his only book: TRACTATUS DE ARTE 

SOBRIE ET ACCURATE PHILOSOPHANDI (Treatise on the Art of Soberly and Accurately 

Philosophizing – 1738). In roughly 1748, Amo left Germany due to the death of one of his major 

benefactors20 and rising racial tension21. After returning to Ghana, Amo lived as a hermit and died 

soon thereafter in his motherland.22 

Why study Amo? 

Amo should be celebrated in philosophy because: (1) he was the first African Ph.D. and 

teacher of philosophy at a European university, (2) accomplishing such a task was especially difficult 

for an African slave in early modern Europe, (3) he thoroughly contributed to the philosophical 

dialogues of his era, (4) the next person of the African diaspora to follow in Amo’s footstep came in 

the 20th century, over 150 years after Amo. Furthermore, Amo stands at the juxtaposition of 

diverging interpretations of race: race as inherently tethered to physical difference, and race as 

inherited essential difference. The former interpretation of race is present before and during the 

majority of Amo’s life. On this theory physical differences (i.e., deviations) occur in one of three 

ways: through geography by change in climate and environment (as we see in A Natural History, 

General and Particular, containing the History and Theory of the Earth, &c., 8 vols. by Buffon), through 

																																																								
19 Amo, P33 & P51. 
20	Rector	Ludwig,	1743.		
21 Johann Phillipi’s satirical piece mocking a Moor’s, Amo’s, love for a Germany girl.  
22 Abraham, William E., "The Life and Times of Anton Wilhelm Amo, the First African (Black) Philosopher in 
Europe," in Molefe Kete Asante and Abu S. Abarry (eds.), African Intellectual Heritage: A Book of Sources, Temple 
University Press, 1996: P438. 



	

	

culture by way of morals and practices (as in Anthropometamorphosis: Man Transform’d, or, The Artificial 

Changeling by John Bulwer), and through hybridism (e.g., Orang-outang by Edward Tyson and apish-

language by Thomas Herbert). The latter interpretation of race is present towards the end of Amo’s 

time in Europe and soon thereafter. Here, human difference and the absence of reason became 

intertwined, whether through logical fallacies or scientific racism. Race and racism acquires scientific 

substructure. Thus, human difference, i.e., the early modern interpretation of race, and Amo 

scholarship are interrelated. 



	

	

Timeline 
 

c.1700 Amo’s Birth 

1707 Arrived at the Court of Duke Anton Ulrich 

07.29.1707 Baptized at Wolfenbüttel [i.e., the Salzthal Chapel] 

1708 – 10 The Leibniz-Stahl Controversy 

03.27.1714 Duke Ulrich dies 

1716 – 21 Amo’s involvement with Wolfenbüttel’s finances 

05.10.1723 Christian Wolff expelled from the University of Halle  

06.09.1727 Matriculated into the University of Halle 

11.28.1729 Defend His Disputation [i.e., DE IURE MAURORUM IN EUROPA] 

09.02.1730 Transferred into the University of Wittenberg 

10.17.1730 Received degree of Magister of Philosophy and Liberal Arts 

03.23.1731 Duke August Wilhelm dies 

05.10.1733 Amo leads parade at the University of Wittenberg 

04.1734 Inaugural Dissertation [i.e., DE HUMANAE MENTIS APATHEIA] 

04.16.1734 Admitted as Magister Legens at the University of Wittenberg  

1734 Meiner-Amo Dissertation [i.e., IDEARUM DISTINCTAM EORUM 
QUAE COMPETUNT VEL MENTI VEL CORPORI NOSTRO 
VIVO ET ORGANICO] 

07.21.1736 Admitted as Dozent at the University of Halle 

1736 Amo critique of J.C. Petsche Disputation 

1737 Amo composes poem for Abraham Wolff 

1738  Amo publishes only book [i.e., TRACTATUS DE ARTE SOBRIE ET 
ACCURATE PHILOSOPHANDI] 

06.27.1739 Applied for nostrification at the University of Jena 

06.29.1739 Friedrich Andreas Hallbauer addresses faculty on Amo’s behalf  



	

	

07.08.1739 Amo’s nostrificated at the University of Jena 

03.10.1742 Jacobus Elisa Johannes Capitein’s, Ghanaian slave, dissertation [i.e. DE 
SERVITUDE, LIBERTATI CHRISTIANAE NON CONTRARIA], 
which has a Christian defense against slavery 

08.07.1743 Johann Peter von Ludewig dies [i.e., Amo’s mentor] 

10.1747 Johann Ernst Philippi’s Poem about Amo [i.e., Sections 3 & 4] 
Wöchentliche Hallische Anzeigen 

1748 Amo returns to Africa  

1752 David-Henri Gallandat meets Amo in Africa, which is known because 
his report was published in the journal of the Dutch Scientific Society 
[c. 1782] 

c. 1753 Amo dies 

1808 Abbé Henri Grégoire Book [i.e., De la littérature des Nègres], which 
talks about Amo 

 

Translation23 

This trans lat ion i s  meant to  be a resource  unt i l  Just in E. H. Smith & Stephen Menn 
Cri t i ca l  Edit ion o f  Amo’s f i r s t  two works i s  publ i shed in the next year or  two.  

There are three major problems with the following 
translation: (1) it has multiple translation errors, (2) words 

were unnecessarily left untranslated, and (3) this translation 
was produced by nonnative English speakers. Thus, the 
importance and need for the Smith-Menn Translation. 

Written by: 

 
																																																								
23 Amo, Antonius G. Antonius Guilielmus Amo. Halle, Saale: Martin-Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg, 1968. P4. 
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