African Philosophy
PHI 307

University of Ibadan Distance Learning Centre
Open and Distance Learning Course Series Developmnten






Copyright ©2010, Revised 2015 by Distance Learnin@entre, University of Ibadan,
Ibadan.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission
of the copyright owner.

ISBN: 978-021-819-X

General Editor Prof. Bayo Okunade

University of Ibadan Distance Learning Centre
University of Ibadan,

Nigeria

Telex: 31128NG

Tel: +234 (80775935727)
E-mail: ssu@dlc.ui.edu.ng
Website: www.dlc.ui.edu.ng



Vice-Chancellor's Message

The Distance Learning Centre is building on a stiatlition of over two decades of
service in the provision of External Studies Progree and now Distance Learning
Education in Nigeria and beyond. The Distance Liegrrmode to which we are
committed is providing access to many deservingeNagns in having access to higher
education especially those who by the nature aof #regyagement do not have the luxury
of full time education. Recently, it is contribugiim no small measure to providing places
for teeming Nigerian youths who for one reasorherdther could not get admission into
the conventional universities.

These course materials have been written by wrigpesially trained in ODL course
delivery. The writers have made great efforts tovte up to date information,
knowledge and skills in the different disciplinesdaensure that the materials are user-
friendly.

In addition to provision of course materials innprand e-format, a lot of Information
Technology input has also gone into the deploynoérdourse materials. Most of them
can be downloaded from the DLC website and arelabaiin audio format which you
can also download into your mobile phones, IPod3Mimhong other devices to allow
you listen to the audio study sessions. Some ofsthdy session materials have been
scripted and are being broadcast on the univessiiyamond Radio FM 101.1, while
others have been delivered and captured in audigaliformat in a classroom
environment for use by our students. Detailed mi@iion on availability and access is
available on the website. We will continue in offods to provide and review course
materials for our courses.

However, for you to take advantage of these formaia will need to improve on your
I.T. skills and develop requisite distance learni@glture. It is well known that, for
efficient and effective provision of Distance leiagn education, availability of
appropriate and relevant course materialssga qua nonSo also, is the availability of
multiple plat form for the convenience of our stage It is in fulfilment of this, that
series of course materials are being written tdkenaur students study at their own pace
and convenience.

It is our hope that you will put these course mateito the best use.
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Prof. Abel Idowu Olayinka
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Foreword

As part of its vision of providing  education fokiberty and Development” for
Nigerians and the International Community, the @nsity of Ibadan, Distance Learning
Centre has recently embarked on a vigorous repaosiy agenda which aimed at
embracing a holistic and all encompassing apprtathe delivery of its Open Distance
Learning (ODL) programmes. Thus we are committeglobal best practices in distance
learning provision. Apart from providing an effiote administrative and academic
support for our students, we are committed to pliog educational resource materials
for the use of our students. We are convinced thi#tout an up-to-date, learner-friendly
and distance learning compliant course materiakset cannot be any basis to lay claim
to being a provider of distance learning educatiodleed, availability of appropriate
course materials in multiple formats is the hubaoly distance learning provision
worldwide.

In view of the above, we are vigorously pursuingaasatter of priority, the provision of
credible, learner-friendly and interactive coursetenals for all our courses. We
commissioned the authoring of, and review of coumnsgerials to teams of experts and
their outputs were subjected to rigorous peer reveensure standard. The approach not
only emphasizes cognitive knowledge, but alsoskild humane values which are at the
core of education, even in an ICT age.

The development of the materials which is on-gaatgp had input from experienced
editors and illustrators who have ensured that #wey accurate, current and learner-
friendly. They are specially written with distariearners in mind. This is very important
because, distance learning involves non-residestiglents who can often feel isolated
from the community of learners.

It is important to note that, for a distance leanmeexcel there is the need to source and
read relevant materials apart from this course mnahte Therefore, adequate
supplementary reading materials as well as otHerrmation sources are suggested in the
course materials.

Apart from the responsibility for you to read tbsurse material with others, you are also
advised to seek assistance from your course f#oitg especially academic advisors
during your study even before the interactive sessvhich is by design for revision.
Your academic advisors will assist you using comntechnology including Google
Hang Out, You Tube, Talk Fusion, etc. but you hevtake advantage of these. It is also
going to be of immense advantage if you complestggasents as at when due so as to
have necessary feedbacks as a guide.

The implication of the above is that, a distanarer has a responsibility to develop
requisite distance learning culture which includkgent and disciplined self-study,
seeking available administrative and academic sdppod acquisition of basic
information technology skills. This is why you aecouraged to develop your computer
skills by availing yourself the opportunity of tinmg that the Centre’s provide and put
these into use.



In conclusion, it is envisaged that the course matewould also be useful for the

regular students of tertiary institutions in Nigewho are faced with a dearth of high
guality textbooks. We are therefore, delighted tespnt these titles to both our distance
learning students and the university’s regular etiisl We are confident that the
materials will be an invaluable resource to all.

We would like to thank all our authors, reviewersd goroduction staff for the high
quality of work.

Best wishes.
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Director
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Study Session 1Rationality in Traditional African Thought

Introduction

The question of rationality is not limited to Afaic culture alone, but to other so-called primitive
cultures throughout the globe. In other words, tluestion of rationality is extended to all

traditional thoughts or primitive cultures like th&ustralian aborigines, India’s traditional

conception about magic, and so on.

In this study, you shall show that the inabilitywiiite missionaries and anthropologists to have
adequate and comprehensive understanding of taditiAfrican beliefs and practices made
them to label these beliefs and practices asamati

More importantly, the contextual contrast betweeasW#'rn and African thought systems which
gives preference to the former as the only suitatdéerial for philosophical reflection is baseless
and that African traditional thought passes fotgguphy.

Learning Outcomes for Study Session 1

When you have studied this session, you shouldleeta:

1.1 Explain better the positions of the Univergaliand the Traditionalists on the question of
African philosophy (SAQ 1.1)

1.2 Discuss the term “rationality” (SAQ 1.2)

1.3 Differentiate between “epistemic rationalityich“practical rationality” (SAQ 1.3)

1.4 Explain why traditional African thought is @rmot rational (SAQ 1.4)

1.1 Traditional African Thought

In his contribution to cross-cultural debat@yasi Wiredu points out that all that traditional
African thought offers now is folk thought, and rgilosophy in the real sense. Interestingly,
however, he adds that the situation is not pectdi#frica alone. He says:

Every traditional philosophy is essentially preesdific, and every
people has its own traditional philosophy, a stotloriginally unwritten
proverbs, maxims, usages, etc., passed on througbcessive
generations..\{Viredu 1980:29).

Thus, it can be suggested that any attempt to caripkk philosophy (which is mostly oral and
uncritical) with Western philosophy (which is weit and critical) is not acceptable. Incidentally,
the above observation stems from the two ways iichWidiredu views African philosophy;

* He sees it as folk thought preserved in oral tiawakt and,

* As a critical, individual reflection, using moddogic and conceptual techniques

But he affirms the indispensability of the lattAccording to him?It is enough simply to collect
information about what our ancestors said or thaugte must try to interpret, clarify, analyze
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and where appropriate and after critical evaluati@ssimilate and develop the resulting body of
thought” (Ibid, 47).

Wiredu's claim is no doubt in support of the universalisihception of philosophyP.O.
Bodunrin, for one, is vehemently opposed to some sort @ti@l relativism in philosophical
thinking. According toBodunrin, a conception of philosophy should be independdrany
particular culture or thought system @suka’s trends (especially, ethno-philosophy and sage
philosophy) seem to vociferate.

To express African folk thought as philosopBgdunrin warns, is‘to portray the Africans as
radically different from the rest of mankind in itheonceptual system and in being immune to
laws of logic” Bodunrin 1981: 176). Asserting a similar universalist look of philosyp
Oruka writes more elaborately:

“...the truths of philosophy can be proved by methedsch are

independent of any personal, national or racialued and feelings. In
other words, philosophy must be a discipline whichploys principle
that are objectively granted, or else that are oatlly (logically)

warrantable. And these principles, if true, are druegardless of the
person or place from which they originate..Oruka 1975:46).

In a simple language, the above reflection empkasilzat any subject matter of philosophy is
necessarily a topic for all philosophers in generalgardless of their national or racial
affiliations. From this, it can be inferred thatrisain philosophy is philosophy in the exact sense
only if it employs the idea of synthesis and ret¢artdion which is well-rooted in philosophy as
a discipline.

m Is African philosophy a philosophy?
o Yes, African philosophy is philosophy in the exaense only if it employs the idea of
synthesis and reconstruction which is well-rooteghilosophy as a discipline.

In other words, any alternative method of prangcit will result in quasi-philosophy, and not
“real” philosophy. Here you shall do well by coreishg whether the question of African
philosophy is trivial, otiose, nonsensical and vofcany determinable meaning. Hence, you are
faced with the task of explicating what really citases philosophy.

Or, to put it differently, you are faced with thask of clarifying or establishing whether
philosophy carries with it a universal connotat@mmwhether it is culturally-determined. Indeed,
that philosophy — its universality — is synonymaush Western philosophy is not a case of
controversy. In this sense, philosophy is understoa system of;

» Comparative criticism

» Constructive arguments

» Critical analysis

» Synthesized thought

12



This is to say that the method of philosophy isrdef and cannot be compromised. It follows
again that philosophy is expected to have “pre-egpins and arguments justified by some
reputable principles of reasoningbid, 53). Thus, in providing answers to certain puzztbe
practice of philosophy should take into cognizasame laid-down rules or method.

As Hountondji would say, philosophy, like science, should havenasersal look, not be
culture-bound. It must deduce, verify, confirm andke assertions. From this standpoint, we can
as well say that the rationality of any thoughttegs and its recognizability as being
philosophical depend largely on the aforementiamedmmendations.

In fact, the whole controversy regarding the exiséeof African philosophy emanated from
these recommendations in which the issue of raitgna implicitly emphasizedD.A. Masolo
corroborates this view:

To a large extent, the debate about African phidso can be
summarized as a significant contribution to thecdssion and definition
of reason... Indeed, it is commonly referred to &s“Rationality debate
(Masol01994:1).

British social anthropologists began their study Adfica by concentrating primarily on
appropriately social elements such lasship and social institutions They soon became
interested in such issues regarding the beliefsvahees of the Africans. Sadly, their assertions
about African belief and values turned out to eginlceir biases and prejudices, positing that
Africans cannot infer the rationale of their bedi@ind values.

In fact, two peculiar disciplines, namefgligious studiesandsocial anthropology both served
as a medium through which these anthropologistsletevAfrica’s indigenous culture as
essentially “traditional’Barry Hallen states that:

Social anthropology and religious studies were onelaiming that Africa’s
cultures are essentially traditional... in charactand that when it comes to
characterizing the African intellect, mentality, modes of thought, the most
appropriate terms are “precritical,” “prereflectivg “protocritical,”
“prescientific,” “emotive,” “expressive,” “poetic,” and so forth Kallen
2002:17).

Subscribing to the above view is not quite différieom admitting or saying that African modes
of thought are“diametrically opposed to those most clearly valuadd enunciated by
philosophy as an intellectual exercisabid.).

Thus, it is not surprising that hundreds of critisz@lumes have been written by African
intellectuals (including philosophers) to contds tvorks of such personagesRashin Horton,
Charles Taylor, Bronislaw Malinowski, and others who have argued for and itemized icerta
standards of rationality applicable across cultures

1.2 The Question of Rationality in African “Traditi onal” Thought

13



In short, it makes sense to say that the debateecoimg the cross-cultural comparison of
thought systems centers on the question, “What ebrtriteria should be employed in

determining the rationality of a thought system®isTin turn points to the fact that the question
of rationality in African “traditional” thought sysm is markedly controversial. But first, what is
“rationality”?

The word ‘fationality ” comes from the Latin word “ratio”, which meangéason” in the English
language. The word “reason” can mean “motive”, g&uwor “justification.”It can also be taken
to mean the intellectual faculty by which conclasiare drawn from premise3he concept
“rationality” is often used to describe a consciongnner of rejecting what is unreasonable or
what cannot be tested by reason, especially igioglior custom.

m What is rationality?
o Rationality is a conscious manner of rejecting tweaunreasonable or what cannot be tested
by reason, especially in religion or custom.

According toSimon Blackburn’s The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy

To accept something as rational is to accept itnaking sense, as
appropriate, or required, or in accordance with eanknowledged goal,
such as aiming at truth or aiming at the goo8la¢kburn 1996:319).

It is the intellectual faculty by which conclusioase drawn from premises. It is also a conscious
manner of rejecting what is unreasonable or whanhatbe tested by reason, especially in
religion or custom.

L]

Thus, if an action or a belief is not rational, @an use such terms as “crude”, “unintelligible”,
“barbaric”, to describe it. Unfortunately, the sacand the religious expressions of the Africans
have been damaged by the use of these derogatang.téfricans have been identified with

LT

such derogatory names as “barbaric”, “savage’pdiltal”, and so on.

Accordingly, missionary evangelism, blindly seethg Africa continent as vested with mystical
and mythical beliefs and dogmas, has reviled eaphgche traditional African religion as sheer

idolatry, fetishism, heathenism, polytheism ancadiancestor veneration.

This has continued to affect the concept of ralipnand its arbitrary usages by white scholars.
It is the case that scholars have had to use theepb either in a strong sense or a weak sense.

1.3 Epistemic Rationality

The strong accounts of rationality are often ref@rto as “epistemic rationality”. Epistemic
rationality is basically concerned with proving laotight system or belief, based on valid
inferences drawn from true propositions. And, codieg that theory cannot be divorced from
the notion of rationality,Charles Taylor is regarded as a staunch exponent of “epistemic
rationality.”

14



Taylor asserts his position that the demands of ratitynate to go for theoretical understanding.
He admonishes us to aim at understanding issussdrdisengaged perspective. He writes:

We are not trying to understand things merely a&y timpinge on us or
are relevant to the purposes we are pursuing, httar to grasp them as
they are outside the immediate perspective of @alsgand desires and
activities Hollis andLukes 1982:90).

m What do you understand by Epistemic rationality?

o Epistemic rationality is concerned with provinghaught system or belief,

based on valid inferences drawn from true propmssi

Taylor's view, we can say, is asserting that rationalitpynza be divorced from theoretical
understandingTaylor is most probably convinced that there exists @ngtrdichotomy between
the traditional society and the modern (Westerg)etp. He sees the former as atheoretical and
the latter as theoretical. He contends that thet&Wessociety has “this activity of theoretical
understanding which seems to have no countergait! .j.

Figure 1.1:Benn
Sourcehttps://encryptedtbn3.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:2Bldlr QNLeLkijzYRxWwax8ACo
MsvzWx4b_UyE1bVmpTJ1FytrsY1llz4g

The above is in clear way saying that the athemaktcultures do not merit the concept
“rationality”. Obviously, again, the view rests dhe assumption that there is a universal
standard for determining the rationality of theidifsl of all peoples in the world. It is argued,
however, that the strong accounts of rationaliigt ‘gp an ideal type to which actual condition
may approximate but which they never fully instatgf Benn andMortimore 1976:1).

“Practical rationality” or the weak accounts of ranality, as the antithesis of “epistemic
rationality”, acknowledges that rationality is rdige since there are “universes” of discourse.
Hence, each cultural group is found to engage snoivn unique universe of discourse and, as
such, there cannot be culturally-independent statslaf rationality.

The distinction between the strong sense of ralitynand the “practical’” or weak sense of the
concept is crucial to any debate arising from crosftural comparison. We must admit that
Western anthropologists have been found to cartytloeir researches in terms of “epistemic
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rationality.” This speaks for why they have erronsly seen the African, to use the popular
Hegelianphrase, as “the other”.

It is also true that “epistemic rationality” hastplie non-scientific cultures under strain because
its demands are tailored for beliefs in the scientir Western cultures. Therefore, it becomes an
exigent task for us to establish that the so-calktdeoretical cultures need not satisfy the gater
of rationality developed or meant for beliefs withihe scientific or Western cultures.

If this goal is achieved, then the traditional tbusystem will enjoy the credence of being
addressed as rational and as most probably cansgitphilosophy in its own right. A thought
system or belief is irrational, scholars have adgué it is illogical, inconsistent or self-
contradictory. In contrast, an action is ratioriain Talcott Parson’s words:

...Iit pursues ends possible within the conditionthefsituation, and by the
means which, among those available to the acta,iafrinsically adapted
to the end for reasons understandable and veriéidiy positive empirical
science Parson1973:58).

Figure 1.2:TalcottParson
Sourcehttps://encryptedtbn3.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:2BcSsTMil
EXOGFBvzWqgmBsIH5D7wrRqSWQDRWXg4cewoHzXsmD1j

Parson’sview advocates a universally applicable critefionrationality. His view is shared by
Charles Taylor who asserts that rationality can be seen as lbgcssistency. Thus, as we have
pointed out earlier, a belief is taken to be ioa#l if it involves the affirmation of both “p” and
“not p” (-p). Taylor's view can be understood as emanating from the tamsehat theory and
rationality are connected.

In other wordsTaylor’s criterion of rationality depends on whether a igatar thought system

can be proved empirically. If we share this vielerefore, it means that only beliefs or thought
systems that satisfy the criteria of rationalityptoyed in science-oriented cultures are rational.
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Figure 1.3:Steven Lukes
Sourcehttp://www.fantascienza.com/catalogo/imgbank/fof&3.jpg

However, StevenLukes argues againsfaylor's universalist standpoint that it is mistaken to
assume that there is a standard set of criteriahwisiapplicable across cultures. He specifies the
criteria of rationality as rules that would coustraasons for believing something or practicing
it. According to him, some criteria are “relevantipplicable to beliefs in any context while
others are context-dependentVijson 1970:208).

1.4 A Two-Way Understanding of the Criteria of Ratonality

Lukes’ view obviously recognizes a two-way understandihthe criteria of rationality. In other
words, Lukes takes both the criteria of rationality in genemall the context-dependent criteria
into consideration. There are, limkes’ view, basic rules of thought which all societiefidw,
implying that there is a common ground upon whiehdfs and practices in all societies can be
examined in our quest for their rationality.

This seems to imply again that there are some edast beliefs within some societies whose
rationality can only be determined by thge of context-dependent criteriéor such beliefs, it
would be wrong to use the universal criteria fotedmining their rationality or truth-valueH.
follows that certain classes of beliefs are ratiboaly by employing the criteria developed
within their own contexts, thus, emphasizing aglty of standards of rationality.

Such an overview, you must agree, tends to giveizagce to the rationality of the beliefs of
the so-called a-theoretical societiésikes’ “two-way perusal’” of the criteria of rationality
incites in us the propensity to grasp the trutheithon of certain beliefs and their interrelations.

To understand such beliefs and their interrelatibnkes contends that both criteria are “equally
necessary to the explanation of why they are haid, how they operate and what their social
consequences arelb(d.). Godwin Sogolg an African philosopher of relativist persuasim,
almost certainly approving dfukes’ position when he asserts that all men share innoam
certain “universal” traits.
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He points out more elaborately thBre-eminent among these universal traits of humsuke
ability for self-reflection and rational thought gerned essentially by certain principles of
reasoning. It is important to add that this unigueman quality, like others, has its own local
colour and peculiar mode of manifestation, all degieg on the contingencies of the intervening
culture.

The point to be emphasized is that the structut@human mind is essentially alike and men
reason alike in all cultures. There are, howewdltucal factors that condition the forms in which
this reasoning is manifestetls peculiar form in any culture cannot, therefol®e seen as a
deficiency or worse still taken as a mark of ircatality (Sogolo1993: xv — xvi).

Hence,Sogolodoes not approve of a paradigm of cross-cultiaabmality that is too extreme
and too Western in orientation. Such a paradigntoméends, “unfairly discriminates against the
rationality of certain African modes of thought abeliefs” (bid.). In clear terms, this means
that an intelligible analysis of African thoughtssgm demands or calls for its own universe of
discourse, its own logic and its own criteria dfoaality.

Indubitably, also, the problem of translation antkrpretation should not be handled or treated
with levity in the discussion about rationality. their attempts to translate and interpret
rationality of much of the beliefs within the tradnal thought system, the various works of the
19th century anthropologists have shown that tladgd to pay enough attention to the problem
posed by translation and interpretation.

Arising from this is the misleading notion thtte traditional thought system is irrational
Related to this is the question of whether it isgiole to provide a precise translation of the
language of a society radically different from own. This observation, we might say, has been
the impetus behin@/.V.O Quine’s essay titled “Translation and Meaning.”

Figdrél.S:W.\/.O Quine
Sourcehttps://encrypted-tbn2.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:2BkYXFX 5kUC4Wz5-
YNAQtXua2yrZTynW5-QWtVCKePsc9oKPIPE

In the essayQuine coins the phrase “radical translatiol@’ mean the attempt to translate the
language of “a hitherto untouched peopl¢Rosenbergand Travis 1971:292). According to
Quine, the meaning of any given sentence is indeterminatvague. That is, in an attempt to
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translate a particular language of a people, edcth® two sentences that are presumed
synonymous, has a variety of meaning which malesstation more hazardous.

It is the case, however, that the “radical tramsktor anthropologists often judge the rationality
of a belief or thought based on translations thatreot beyond reproach. More often than not,
our translation and interpretation of a thoughttesys are usually affected or tainted by our
sociological interests.

From the foregoing, you can say that it is grossigtaken to advocate the existence of only the
criteria of rationality based on universally vatides of logic and inference, as claimed by some
scholars. In this sense, the Western-type defmitio the analytic establishment of rationality
and the purported validity of taking the Westerndeloof rationality as the yardstick for judging
others should be jettisoned.

Also, the difficulty identified with translation ssitizes us to look beyond the universal criteria
into the possibility of employing standards tha¢ aontext-dependent as a guarantee against
faulty assessment. It is more prudential, therefaraliscuss the rationality of a thought system
by meeting the concerned cultures on their own muisuAfrican traditional thought system, we
might say at this point, is rational.

This is true not only because it is supported leydbntext-dependent criteria, but also because it
is impossible for a people or race to flourish witln irrational thought system. Besides, the
commonplace postmodernist saying that “every celisitat par with any other culture” impugns
the self-congratulatory view of seeing the Westawde of rationality as the only paradigm to
reckon with.

Box 1.2: African Traditional Thought System

African traditional thought system is rational bese;

1. It is supported by the context-dependent cateri

2. It is impossible for a people or race to flohngithin an irrational thought system.

3. The commonplace postmodernist view the Westeydenof rationality as the only paradigm
to reckon with.

However, if a thought system is found or considdoete deficient in some senseshould not
be seen as meaningless or irration&ather, such a thought system should be addressed
undergoing its evolutionary process. In summary lyave posited that:

(a) The criteria of rationality are best viewedcastext-dependent and,
(b) That African traditional thought system is,réfere, rational.

Does it follow then that, since it is rational, &fn traditional thought can pass for philosophy?
After all, rationality is not the only conditionrf@hilosophy. At a point it was observed that the
early white investigators, versed in Occidentalidpgnade such disenchanting pronouncements
against the African because they could not pereetriatsystem of thought.
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1.4.1 African Traditional Thought System as Raw Magrial

It is true that quite a number of scholars havercemded African traditional thought system as
raw material for or as a philosophy. By and langas argued that the content of traditional
thought is rich in philosophy if closely examineidded to this is that Yoruba (prototypical

African) oral tradition is made up of theoreticaldapractical possibilities capable of being used
for the purpose of explanation, prediction, andnepkilosophy.

Contrast between Western and African traditional Thought

The African, as opposed to the scientific-mindednnfthe Western man), believes in the
unknown and even sees the unknown as serving dm#ieexplanations of events, causes and
effects. If, for instance, all attempts to fix act machine fail, the traditional African, unlikeet
scientific-minded who would have given up everrxithe machine again, begins to impute the
mechanical problem of the machine to some unknawnreseen” force.

Believing that nothing happens by chance, and tivate always must be an explanation for
everything, the African believes that the unknows,identity and mission, can be revealed by
the diviner or anlfa priest (among the YorubdP.O. Bodunrin summarizes this more
succinctly:

Scientific causal explanations cannot explain dertanique features of

some occurrences. Thus, while the wetness of #tk the ineffectiveness of
the brakes and driver's carelessness etc... may iexpldny accidents

generally happen, they cannot explain why it hagpeaed to a particular

person, place and at exactly the time it happeBsdignrin 1981:174).

Again, the cosmic duality ohbikd (a child believed to transport between two worldsgs not
make sense within a scientific community. But adirary traditional Yoruba man can easily
explain the seeming puzzles enmeshed\iikiis comic duality, relying on the revelation of
such “puzzle” byifa since it is believed thdta “sees” through all secrets.

By extension, such concepts @yanmd (destiny), ‘ori” (personality head), magic, divination,
and the entire content of oral tradition of the Yk have glaring contradictory claims embedded
in them. However, the conservative methodology lmfogsophy compels us to reconcile, for
instance, the concept of “freewill” and the conictéaty claims of ‘ayanmad (destiny) as being
fixed and yet at the mercy of unseen forces.

The conservatism of philosophy also impugns on aamsciousness the need to question the
knowledge claim by the Yoruba about the extra-gtri@, the metaphysical, given the wide gulf
between the physical and the metaphysical. Gointhbyconservative standard of philosophy,
the epistemological relation between a cause aneffiéct should be sought if we really want to
do philosophy.

In other words, African oral tradition ceases tgpbdosophy if it disregards the laws of physics,
sees the practice of magic or necromancy and o#fseosdinary. Strictly speaking, however, oral
tradition can best be viewed as belonging to thgthical world” where it is not a matter of
necessity for a particular effect to result fromeaaticular cause.
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This is to underscore the point that mythical aoggl unlike science, is essentially a conception
of the world which does not seek to establish urnvemal relation between causes and specific
effects. Within the mythical world, therefore, eything that exists is consequential and, so,
given much attention. Thus, it would be absurdde the thought system of such a world as
irrational or not passing for philosophy.

The sole concern of philosophy is to pursue tr&it you should be mindful of the fact that,
since you are all interpreters of the world, themenot be a claim to monopoly of truth. In her
discussion of rationalityJoannaOvering seems to assert this point of view when she mamta
that it is arbitrary to defend a Western controtexlity construction. According Overing:

It would be self-defeating to compare ‘models autiht’ in the conviction
that the intellectual capacities of humankind ateeady known absolutely
and that the forms of correct reasoning are dedilyitexemplified in the
thoughts of the anthropologist and Western scientis

And therefore, uneasy about the idea that our owWuegtern) notion of
humankind in its enthronement of reason can proddirm basis from
which to judge the capacities either of ourselvesother human beings
(Overing 1985: ix).

A point of interest inOvering’s assertion lies in the attempt to offer “a softersion of
relativism which encourages contact rather tharaegement between diverse rationalities or
cultural perspectives’llfid .). African oral tradition can pass for philosophy tgbuit fails to
maintain the same status with Western philosoplyi@usly, too, the dichotomization between
the two philosophies is due to our different waf/gsiewing reality.

Here, you should be reminded that the influencec@nce and the dictates of modern times have
continued to remind us that a “true” philosophy wdobe capable of providing us with a
sanatorium against the chaos of the contemporaridweut differently, African thought system
as philosophy — in its struggle against any fornaméchronism or obsoleteness — should aspire
to be logically consistent where humanly possible.

This will make it more relevant and progressivae8ific analytical method has become almost
the imperative for any discipline or culture. Tiditican traditional thought system is marked by
the absence of proper tools for constructive rutionds not verbiage.

Box1.3: African Traditional Thought S
The African traditional thought system is markedtly absence of proper tools for constructive
rumination.

However, a thought system that emphasizes claiatsiticantations can have strong hypnotic
influence on man, that human beings are capaldéatening long distant roads or pass through
walls, that a man can be harmed from afar, thatrd'sbcry around a home indicates a
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misfortune, that human destiny can be decipherdd'@shaped” (througkfa divination among
the Yoruba), and many such claims, ought to intgrkeosophy.

There must be an iota of truth about these claieshaps, we should suggestas. Masolo
says ofKimani Kiiru of Kenyatta University, that the expression of bediefs concerning the
aforementioned claims or events is “a pointer tmecepistemological model and a logical
operation worth investigatingMasolo 1994:185).

We can conclude here that the contextual contegtstden Western and African thought systems
which gives preference to the former as the onitable material for philosophical reflection is
baseless and that African traditional thought pa$se philosophyBarry Hallen corroborates
this point when he contends that:

Divination, for example, may not be based uponsidmme methodology as
science. But this need not mean that the conclastooomes to about the
nature of reality and the prescriptions it recomm&rior coming to terms
with that reality are false or untruédéllen 2002:43).

Summary of Study Sessionl

In Study Session 1, you have learnt that:

1. Any subject matter of philosophy is a topic for pililosophers in general, regardless of
their national or racial affiliations.

2. The assertions of the British social anthropolagigabout African beliefs and values
reflect their biases and prejudices since theyrclaiat Africans cannot infer the rationale
of their beliefs and values.

3. The debate concerning the cross-cultural compardahought systems centres on the
guestion of the criteria to be employed in detemngrthe rationality of a thought system.

4. Epistemic rationality or the strong accounts oforatlity is basically concerned with
proving a thought system or belief, based on valiterences drawn from true
propositions.

5. Practical rationality or the weak accounts of nadiity is the antithesis of epistemic
rationality and it acknowledges that rationalityrédative since there are “universes” of
discourse. Hence, each cultural group engagessiown unique universe of discourse
and, as such, there cannot be culturally-indepdratandards of rationality.

6. The contextual contrast between Western and Afriteought systems, which gives
preference to the former as the only suitable ratdor philosophical reflection is
baseless.
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Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session

Now that you have completed this study session,cayuassess how well you have achieved its
Learning outcomes by answering the following questi Write your answers in your study
Diary and discuss them with your Tutor at the ne&tipport meeting. You can check your
answers with the Notes on the Self-Assessmentiguestt the end of this Module.

SAQ 1.1 (Tests Learning Outcomes 1.1)
Discuss the debate between the modernists andatiidnalists on the existence of African
philosophy.

SAQ 1.2 (Tests Learning Outcomes 1.2)
Explain why the debate about African philosophgasimonly referred to as “Rationality
debate”.

SAQ 1.3 (Tests Learning Outcomes 1.3)
Critically discuss “epistemic rationality” and “mtécal rationality”.
Discuss the views of the British social anthrop@tsggabout Africa.

SAQ 1.4 (Tests Learning Outcomes 1.4)
Do you think it is legitimate to assess such issagsnagic and rituals in traditional African
belief using the paradigm of science?
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Study Session 2: Philosophy and Oral Tradition

Introduction

Every society has its own oral tradition with vawyicontents. In this study session, you will
show that oral tradition in Africa is preserved nigiin such oral media as proverbs, lyrical
songs and sayings, narratives, myths, folklore syslems of divination. These oral media help
us to understand and appreciate the beliefs anesalf the African people. More specifically,
you will show that they constitute an integrativatgral institution which embodies the precepts
and values of the African people and serve as sswt knowing a people’s history of thought
and philosophy.

Learning Outcomes for Study Session 2

At the end of this study session, you should be &l
2.1 Define the term Oral Tradition.
2.2 Explain term perspectives on Oral/Written thought.

2.1 Oral Tradition

An Oral Tradition is usually regarded as an uneniftinherited pattern of thouglk.C. Miller

sees tradition” as the inherited wisdom of the past and definesl Oradition as & narrative
describing, or purporting to describe, eras beftine time of the person who relatés(iMiller

1980: 2).

For David Henige who seeks a fixed and formal definition of onmadition, “Oral Traditions
are those recollections of the past that are comynon universally known in a given culttire
(Henige 1982:2)

Henige adds a restriction to his definition when he neiimd that recollections of the pashdt
are not widely known should rightfully be considkses ‘testimony’ and if they relate to recent
events they belong to the realm of oral histdiipid .).

Examined critically, we can note that there is stidction between the two definitions offered
by Miller and Henige While Henige’s definition emphasizes that recollections of thetpa
should be tiniversally known in a given cultdteMiller’'s definition frees the concept of Oral
Tradition from the problematic of theiriiversality of the text in the culture of reference.

Jan Vansinaalso offers a definition of Oral Tradition whicheplates and is far more complex
than those offered bililler andHenige

In fact, Vansina’'s definition of Oral Tradition isdrganized around a concept of transmission
and a hierarchy of what are considered as speafd distinctive types of oral traditidn
(Cohen1989: 10).
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According toVansina: Oral Traditions are historical sources of a speamture. Their special
nature derives from the fact that they are ‘unwveritt sources couched in a form suitable for
oral transmission, and that their preservation dege on the powers of memory of successive
generations of human bein{¢ansina 1965: 1).

Box 2.1 Definition of Oral Tradition

Oral Tradition as a narrative describing, or putipgrto describe, eras before the time
the person who relates it

Vansina adds that oral traditions consist of all verbatitaonies which are reported statements
concerning the past. What easily comes to mind isdiee question of the reliability of such oral
materials as legends, proverbs, music, poetry, snglystems of divination, and so on.

A number of researchers, mostly anthropologistge ltaed to establish whether an oral tradition
contains a kernel of historical truth or not.

In fact, some anthropologists have grappled withghestion of the reliability of oral traditions
by distinguishing between what they refer to asngnwus bral” traditions and oral traditions
of known authors. It is contended that the fornteyusd not be relied upon as a true account of
event ‘because nothing is known of the first eyewitnesge®f those who subsequently
transmitted it (Ibid : 4).

Source: http://history.virginia.edu/user/44

We are cautioned, however, that accepting a toadiin thébasis of having the knowledge of its
origin may be misleading or fail to furnish us whistorical truth since certain traditions have
been found to be distorted without the informantdhe recipients knowing. Vansina further
sheds more light on the foregoing by relying heawih the work of an earlier anthropologist
who has two distinctive views of oral traditions.
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According to Vansina: The first comprises all sources — regardless of thérethey have
survived intact or have become distorted in thecpss of transmission — which can be traced
back to a particular individual and which have bessnded down for some definite purpose,
either public or private.

To the second group belong those sources for winichersonal authorship can be discovered,
and which have spread more or less of their owroatcThis is the group to which rumours,
myths, sagas, legends, anecdotes, proverbs, aaddaolgs must be assigned.

When dealing with sources of this kind, it is intpot to establish immediately whether they
have been composed or concocted for propagandaopasp or with some autobiographical aim
in view (lbid : 5).

B Inherited pattern of thought regarded as an urerrits ...........

A. Oral
B. Oral Tradition
C. Tradition

O B.

Such anthropologists & S. Hartland andR. Lowie are skeptical about the reliability of Oral
Traditions.E.S. Hartland, for instance, makes us believe that oral tradigtiprovide us with
worthless information concerning the past. He lates their dearth of historical truth to
migrations and cultural diffusion.

Lowie’s disapproval of oral traditions is more stringdmdwie maintains a Eurocentric stance
and asserts that oral cultures could not produgehastory and tribes of such cultures had no
sense of historical perspective. He, thereforeyses to attach to oral tradition any historical
value under any conditions whatsoev@rbwie 1915:598).

Lowie’s declaration has, however, elicited reactions frqmite a number of writers or
anthropologists who are of the opinion that oradiions can furnish us with reliable
information about a people’s past.

A.A. Goldenweiser for instance, is convinced that even conjectamsd hypotheses regarding
the accuracy of an oral tradition should be consd@s evidential, though these could lose their
value if refuted by other higher evidential val@t, more specifically, he is of the view that
“Poor evidence is poor evidence but it is evidéiGoldenweiserl915: 763 — 764).
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' igure 2.2:Jan Vansina
Source: http://africa.wisc.edu/?page id=2728

For R.B. Dixton (1915: 599), oral tradition serves as a good hisgsbmaterial for knowing the
origins of a tribe, an ethno-linguistic unit in Afa. H.U. Beier corroborates the views of
Goldenweiser and Dixton and, drawing his inferefioen a'Yorubamyth, points out that oral
traditions are essentially sources of knowing appes history of thought or philosophBéier
1955:17 — 25).

The corollary of the foregoing is also expressedBol. Evans-Pritchard who refutes the
functionalist claim that oral traditions are coudhie myths and should not be taken seriously
without written documents€vans-Pritchard is optimistic that a critical attitude towards lora
traditions will help to bring out certain truth amrning the past history of a people.

Yoruba oral tradition is preserved mainly in such oraldmeas proverbs, lyrical songs and
sayings, narratives, myths and systems of divinafitnese oral media illuminate and furnish us
with the beliefs and values of théoruba More specifically, they constitute an integrative
cultural institution and congeal int@‘tommunal activity which informs, as well as en®the
precepts and values that are permanent includingéithat are changirigAndah1987 9).

In fact, these oral media serve as a rich sourc&arfiba thought system and capture the
achievements of théorubain such areas as law, politics, arts, sciencén@ogy, and so on.
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Figure 2.3: Edwin Sidney Hartland
Source: http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/eng/efft/efft00.htm

Barry Hallen seems to corroborate this when he says that:

For it certainly is the case that academic philolsers were for long predisposed to turn up their
noses at the suggestion that an anonymous corpugithgs that included myths, legends,
poetry, song, and proverbs was truly worthy oftitte “philosophy” ... it is sufficient to suggest
that most African philosophers, as well, would hagservations about labeling the whole of
their continent’s oral literature, literally, “phibsophy”.

But that is not to say that it would be justifialbbereject the whole of that amorphous corpus as
philosophy, eithe(Hallen 2002: 11).

2.2 Perspectives on Oral/Written Dichotomy

In Mariama Ba’s So Longa Letter Ramatoulaye no doubt the heroine of the book, lauds the
importance of literacy in society when, with ardenthusiasm, she declares:

The power of books, this marvelous invention ofitashuman intelligence. Various signs
associated with sound: different sounds that fdrewword. Thought, History, Science, Life. Sole
instrument of interrelationships and of culture,pamalleled means of giving and receiving.
Books knit generations together in the same comtgneffort that leads to progresBa
1989:32).

Jack Goody, an eminent social anthropologist, convBysnatoulaye’sopinion when he asserts
that writing, ‘indeed any form of visual transcription of oraldunstic elements, had important
consequences for the accumulation, developmentnatore of human knowledgdGoody
1987:78).
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Figure 2.4: Jack Goody
Source: http://hc04.commongroundconferences.com/Main-Spstikdex.html

These claims bysoody andBa’s Ramatoulayeare true; after all it appears that their clairos d
not overtly suggest that intellectualism is absémt non-literate cultures. Also, in the
contemporary time, the success of science whichedaits hegemony through writing is a
pointer to the huge importance of writing or liteyan society.

But the claims byzoody andBa’s Ramatoulayewould become contentious if they were indeed
a valorization of writing at the expense of orality

As a matter of fact, written/oral dichotomy hastbeea issue central to the Eurocentric discourse
on writing. Thus:

The idea that writing plays a special role in huma@evelopment is one that has permeated
European thinking, from Cordorcet to Popper.

The latter, for instance, distinguishes betweeedhWorlds: World 1, the physical world; World
2, the world of our conscious experience; and W8tlthe world of the logical content of books,
libraries, computer memories, and so forth. Worlids3he world of theories and intellectual
discoveries, in other words, of critical thinki(lglazama 1998:4).

This excerpt seems to lend credence to the assumibtat lack of writing necessarily hampers
individual cognitive development. This view is aaborated byKarl Popper andWalter Ong.
While the former, adopting the Hegelian spirit, ords that full consciousness of self can never
be realized without writing or literacy, the latteglieves that writing isitideed essential for the
realization of fuller, interior, human potenti&dléOng 1986:25).

B “The power of books, this marvelous invention ofuéess human intelligence. Various signs
associated with sound: different sounds that fdrewtord. Thought, History, Science, Life. Sole
instrument of interrelationships and of cultureparalleled means of giving and receiving” is
according to ...........

A. Ba

B. Ong

C. Mazama

D. Goody
O A
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Ong stresses his point further by directing his bdrbral people. He maintains that:

We know that all philosophy depends on writing lbeeaall elaborate, linear, so-called
“logical” explanation depends on writing. Oral peyas can be as wise, as wise as anyone, and
they can of course, give some explanation for igut the elaborate, intricate, seemingly
endless but exact cause-effect sequences requrehat we call philosophy and by extended
scientific thinking are unknown by oral peofleid .:43).

In Ong’s assertion we see on the one hand a repeat ofpikeemological assumption that
relegates all forms of fideism by placing a premiomthe ‘Unrestricted and rather naive faith in
reasori (Mazama 1998:4).

On the other hand, we notice a reaffirmation of ohéhe features of the universalist notion of
philosophy, that philosophy in the real sense efwlord requires a writing tradition in that ideas
are preserved and exchanged in books and journals.

In the enterprise of African philosophy, the orailften dichotomy was inherited by such
philosophers asHountondji, Wiredu and, to some extent3odunrin. For Hountondji
(1986:106), philosophyldegins at the precise moment of transcription

Figure 2.5: Reverend Father Walter Jackson Ong
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter J. Ong

Henry Louis Gates an African-American, also reflects the intelledtusentiments of
Hountondji and company when he embraces the Eurocentrionsemttiof Hegel’'s and argues
that philosophy essentially has to do with a wnittenguage without whichtliere could be no
ordered repetition or memory, there could be nadmg (Gates1991:7).

B Philosophy begins at the precise moment of trapseoni is according to .........
A. Wiredu
B. Hountondji
C. Gates

O B.
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In short,GatesandHountondji are of the view that only through writing is itgsible for us to
store linguistic material in an exact form overdgueriods, in principle to infinity.

Looked at closely, three major points can be dgstifrom the views oHountondji, Gatesand
other insistent champions of literacy: that, withawiting, there can be no philosophy, a people
cannot have history and there is no possibilits@énce. We shall look at the errors in these
points in the next study.

Summary for Study Session 2
(1) An oral tradition is an unwritten, inherited patteaf thought.

(2) It can also be defined as the inherited wisdomhef gast or a narrative describing, or
purporting to describe, eras before the time ofpilison who relates it and consists of all
verbal testimonies which are reported statementsazoing the past.

(3) Oral traditions are preserved in such oral medigraserbs, lyrical songs and sayings,
narratives, myths, folklore and systems of divioti

(4) Writing, or indeed any form of visual transcriptiad oral linguistic elements, had
important consequences for the accumulation, dpwsdmt and nature of human
knowledge.

(5) Three major points can be distilled from the viem/shose who argue for the primacy of
writing over Orality: that, without writing, thercan be no philosophy, a people cannot
have history and there is no possibility of science

Self-Assessment Question (SAQs) for Study Session 2

Now that you have completed this study session,cauassess how well you have achieved its
Learning outcomes by answering the following questi Write your answers in your study
Diary and discuss them with your Tutor at the retxtly Support Meeting. You can check your
answers with the Notes on the Self-Assessmentiguestt the end of this Module.

SAQ 2.1

What is an oral tradition?

Differentiate between anonymous oral traditions arad traditions of known authors.

Do you think that an oral tradition contains a lerof historical truth?

Do you think that oral traditions are sources obwimg a people’s history of thought or
philosophy?

SAQ 2.2
Do you agree that lack of writing necessary hamipelisidual cognitive development?
Discuss the perspectives of the modernists onvanitén dichotomy.
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Study Session 3: Philosophy and the Consequenced. dgéracy

Introduction

In this study session, you will examine how thelgbean of written/oral dichotomy which, among
others, is responsible for the intransigent refegiop that exists between the traditionalists and
the universalists in African philosophy. You wihi@w that this intransigent relationship persists
between the traditionalists and the universalistsabse the two groups have failed to recognize
the need to furnish a paradigm of interaction @latjue between theOtral” projects of the
traditionalists and thewritten” projects of the universalists.

Learning Outcomes for Study Session 3

At the end of this study, you should be able to:
3.1 Explain the Philosophy and the Consequence ofddie
3.2 Discuss the individual views on Oral/Writtaritares.

3.1 Consequence of Literacy

In your last study session, you showed that thre@npoints can be identified from the views of
Paulin Hountondji, Henry Gates and other insistent champions of literacy: thattheut
writing, there can be no philosophy; a people camave history and there is no possibility of
science.

Taking the first point, you would recall that masgholars have insisted that the alphabet was an
invention of the Greeks and this has served adv#ises for many people to claim that literacy
began in Greece as an exigent foundation for thermse of philosophy to flourish.

But an insightful study of the chronology of Grdak&racy would reveal that writing was not a
significant cultural factor beforBlato. Paulin Hountondji, one would suspect, was aware of
this historical fact and this explains why he itsihat philosophy started with Socrates because
the latter’s disciples committed his discourse tiimg. Thus:
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Figure 3.: Henry Louis Gates Jr.
Source: http://www.nytimes.com/ref/opinion/henrylouisgatelsio.html? r=0

One would conclude ... that Hountondji does not racmythe Pre-Socratics as philosophers,
inasmuch as no one is sure that Thales wrote amythi, nor Heraclitus, or Pythagoras for that
matter ... It appears that in this regard Hountonsdjnot in tune with the European philosophers
he holds as his model®womoyela1987:89).

The point to be stressed is that the history ofogbphy is not complete without evident
recognition of the Oral” contribution of the Pre-Socratics to the entespriThough one must
not overlook the fact that writing engenders a carapvely permanent and reliable storage of
information outside fallible human memory, it issaltrue that writing itself cannot create
thought.

Creation of thought is clearly congenial to tharation of ideas which may not necessarily have
to be fixed or documented before they are maddadlaito philosophy or reflectionlf“ideas
are capable of transmission from one mind to anotwéthout the intermediary of
documentation,”Owomoyelaasserts, “then the receptive mind can be a raflectmind”
(Ibid .:88).

Here, again, we should take seriously Socrateshiwgrthat anyone who relies heavily on
writing as that which will provide something rellabmust be exceedingly simple-minded. As a
matter of fact:

All alphabetic writing can do is record what peopienk and say; it cannot itself create thought.
Western Europe had its excellent alphabet throughbmaisix or seven hundred years of its Dark
Ages without any notable intellectual progress wereinnovation.

Indeed intellectual progress and innovation weré¢ much in evidence in the Roman Empire

despite widespread literacy and a large reading ljgulnor in the earlier Byzantine empire
(Halverson 1992:162).
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Figure 3.2: Plin J. Hountondji
Source:http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paulin_J. Hountondji

It makes sense to posit here that the emphasisralfwotten dichotomy (inherited by the
votaries of analytic school in African philosophg)responsible for the intransigent relationship
between them and the traditionalists.

In other words, this intransigent relationship pssin the enterprise of African philosophy
because the two dominant schools have failed togreze the need to have paradigm of
interaction or dialogue between their projectst(thaoral and written projects).

The position oflfa on oral/written dichotomy will perhaps help to sha way out of this
problem. InOgbe-kté, Ifa says:

Baa rdi a a wogun

Baarobiaa Dborisa

Baa ba robinrin a a lee bign

A dia f&anlérinwo irinmalé

Won 7 lo FEdéomp Olédumare sobinrun
W ni wn, 6 karavile

Ebo niwtn 6 &

Ortnmila nikan 16 gbidp nibéti 7 tubp...

Without wine, we cannot appease the ancestor
Without kolanut, we cannot appease the gods
Without a woman, a man cannot procreate

Thus divination was undertaken for the 401 gods
As they fought over Ede, Olédumareé’s daughter;
They were told to offer sacrifice

But only @Gnmila heeded the divine warning ...

The story is related i@gbé-eté that, once upon a tim@ranmila and otherYortbadivinities
were competing to take Ed®Jodumarés daughter, as wife. Each of the divinities cotealila
diviner on what to do to be able to emerge as Edéi®or and was advised to offer certain
sacrifice in order to be victorious. Alas, all tdavinities exceptOranmila did not offer the

34



sacrifice and at the en@ranmila emerged as Edeé’s suitor. When approached by Siemd
well-wishers to relate the secret of his succ@sdnmilastarted to sing saying:

K4t masgh, katd mfo
Ati mede @el6soro;
Kat6 medda, kato mote
Ati mede @el6soro;
KAt medrdi, Katé matu
Ati mede @pelosoro..°

To learn, to teach

All can be sought in If3;
To cast, to write

All can be sought in If3;
To apply, to decipher

All can be sought in Ifa...

Ordnmilathen told the people around him that he was vimisrbecause he learnt early enough
that the individual can only excel in the worlché# combines all the processes of cogent thought:
understanding and good use of language; writingirgedpretation.

In the song,OrGnmila maintains the complementarist stance and showsbtita writing and
orality will help the individual to excel in socjetThe other divinities lost Ede tOranmila
because they werdliterates’ in modern sense.

Oloédumare allowed Ordnmila to take Edé as wife because he was the only tjviwho
recognized that a man does not pride himself ovatooy or writing alone, but by recognizing
that there is no substantive division between W tlack Goody seems to reflect this when he
says:

The problem of assigning a work to an oral or liter tradition is that ... there is a meaningful
sense in which all ‘literate’ forms are composedally ... And there is also a meaningful sense
in which all earlier oral works are known becausey have been written down, usually by a
literate member of ... socief§soody 1987:80).

Bearing the foregoing in mind, let us now examiraf the standpoint dfa the tenability of,
first, the claim that a people cannot have histeityout writing. We take History’ to mean an
account of past events or a study of past evespecgally of human affairs.

B “Then the receptive mind can be a reflective mimlasserted by..........
A. Owomoyela
B. Goody
C. Halverson

O A
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Among those who valorize writing at the expenserality the assumption is that only writing
could capture a people’s history since historythaeir view, is based on facts as opposed to
myths. This group also emphasizes the Europeaefhaliobjectivity ‘which can be obtained
only through the separation of the knower and thewn accompanied with the objectification of
the lattef (Mazama 1998:8).

Also, an emphasis on the objectification of thewngresupposedfie idea that meaning is ever
stable, given, objective, and conserved throughatiess by writing”(Ibid .).

Box 3.1: Standpoint oflfa tenability.

The claim that a people cannot have history withwaniting.

The idea that meaning is ever stable, given, dbgcand conserved through the ages by writing

In the Ifa system, the general assumption is thatAtelfa, rendered orally either in prose or
poetic form, represent an accurate account of vamae happened or what has once been
observed in the padvande Abimbola explains that:

History is the language of Ifa divination and “histes make men wise”. A man who goes to an
Ifa priest to ask for advice on whether he showdog a journey is not told a straight answer.
He is given a long story of people who have travefethe same direction or for a similar
purpose and he will be advised to make his decis@n this list of precedents.

At least this long list of precedents will servesawarning to the intending traveller. In this was
Ifa guides the people who believe in him from tleh experience of the pagAbimbola
1965:4).

A VS
Figure 3.3:Prof Wande Abimbola
Sourcehttp://www.parliamentofreligions.org/index.cfm?n=27
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Thus, to achieve what could pass dmstorical objectivity, a diligent If4 priest normally
consults seniorlfa priests or better-informed colleagues on varioubjexts beyond his
knowledge.

Since meaning is the most elusive part of any laggulfa priests often come together in
seminar-like gatherings to exchange viewsesn Ifa and ensure that these Ifa are intact as
historical materials.

These seminar-like gatherings are also of greaifgignce in ensuring that the subject-matter of
ese If4, which is the whole range oforubathought and belief, is protected against multiple
interpretation and reinterpretation.

3.2 Individual views on Oral/Written Cultures

ThoughWande Abimbola admits that there is a problem of changesinifa due largely to the
process of oral dissemination and environmentatitimms, his one point of interest to us is that
there exists historical evidence in tHé corpus. Abimbola points out that there is histalric
evidence in the If4 corpus from personal namesptaxce names.

On the former, for instance, Abimbola delves ilw@ri Méji and shows the possibility that the
cross-bow was not a fighting implement of mediekarope alone, but also a widely used
implement in traditiona¥ orubasociety for hunting and fighting. The lineslwori Méji read:

Pa-bigsan-ja;

Qséan-ja, awoo won lode Itori
Akatanpo-jakin-6-dobiiri-kale

A dia fan Qanmila,

Ifa nléé tayé Oluufero o

Bi eni ti nsogba

Ta ni 6 waa ba ni tayée wa mo

Ewé (pepétile ... (Abimbola 1968:48).

Sudden-as-the-snapping-of-leather-string;
Leather-string-snaps,

The Ifa priest for them in the city of Itori;
Crossbow-loses-its-string-it-dances-all-over-thewmd;
Cast Ifa for @anmila,

When Ifa was going to mend the life of the kingfef
As one mends broken calabash.

Who, then, will help us mend these our lives?
Palm-tree grows its leaves right from the ground.

It is Oranmila who will help us mend these our lives.
Palm-tree grows its leaves right from the ground.
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In the aboverse Ifa, three names dfa priests (namely, Pa-bisan-ja,0san-ja, Akatapo-jakun-
0-dobiiri-kalg draw our attention to a possible historical emicEewhich relates the ancient tools
used by theYorubg though these toolsate either no longer in use nowadays or... have a
restricted applicatioh (Abimbola 1965:50).

Concerning place name&pimbola uses empirically verifiable point to show thatqganames
in Ifa are of historical significance. He, therefore,vasaonlk&d Méji to prove that lka, a town
now standing some forty miles north-west of pre€ayn, actually existed.

However, Abimbola believes that sometimes it cdugddifficult to locate any particular place
name due to frequent change in names and locdtiistorical evidence infa is not extracted
from personal names and place names alone; thaalsasevidence oése Ifa that relate the
histories of the foundation of particular towns arficanese Ifa that recalls the conflict between
Islam andYorubétraditional religion during the early propagatioiislam inYoruba land.

Interestingly, the present researcher learnt dsld, oative of Ibadan, th&dsé Méji was theodu
cast on the occasion of the foundation of ibadagspie the fact that the foregoing seems to
lend credence to historical objectivity lif&, Abimbola (1965:55 — 57) cautions thahére are
problems involved in the use of Ifa divination peexs sources for historical evidente.

In the main, this results from the difficulty ofpseating myths from actual factdbimbola
seems to endorg®.l. Jones definition of myth as that whichdhe wants to believe about the
past and is based on belief or emoti¢dones1975:7).

Looked at more closelylones’ conception of myth evokes the question of wheitthisrpossible

for a people to have a purely factual history. ©@aeld be tempted here to admit that, since the
Greeks are considered as the inventors of liteeuy the literate basis of modern thought,
European history which supposedly started withGneeks was fortified against myths as venal
purveyors of historical objectivity.

One might then think, going by the notion that tert text is always value-free, that the Fathers
of European history (the Greeks) did not incorparatth into the writing of their history. But,
on the basis of the need to reevaluate historazkfby succeeding generations, one might argue
that history is necessarily founded on value systemithout which there could be no selection
of facts.

Thus, hardly can a people’s history be written withrecourse to some mytM.I. Finley
underscores this point when he contends that:

The atmosphere in which the Fathers of Historytsaework was saturated with myth. Without
myth, indeed, they could never have begun theirkwdrhe past is an intractable,

incomprehensible mass of uncounted and uncountiée It can be rendered intelligible only if
some selection is made, around some focus ofFodey 1965:83).

The above point byFinley no doubt amplifies the importance of the suggestioat Ifa
divination-poems can be taken as reliable histbsoarces inasmuch as the information they
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purport to give is corroborated by either writtesuies or other bodies of oral literature like
ljala, Oriki andRéara

Having shown the falsity of the claim that, withawiting, a people cannot have a history, let us
examine the more pervasive claim that only litecatéures could have science.

Perhaps it is in the area of science (and techgdlibgt the power of Western epistemological
ethnocentrism on the rival picture of writing amdldy is much felt. In fact, the popular opinion
in the intellectual sphere is that Africa wasatkward in the development of science and
technology due to lack of writing tradition in tradnal Africa.

This opinion goes on to affirmtife usual opposition of the non-scientific, magieaid
superstitious traditional man and the scientificagmatic and rational WesternefOwomoyela
1987:90).

The point to note here is that there exists amamgdentric scholars the belief that literacy was
the sole and principal cause for the evolutionagfidal modes of thinking which gave birth to
science.

In clear terms, therefore, the Eurocentric mind Mfonot imagine that science could ever
flourish in oral cultures. But the grandiose cldimat only literate societies could lay claim to
science and technology is mistaken; after all egaa understood as the system of behaviour by
which man acquires mastery over his environment.

Even if science is understood in a formal sensa sgstematic and formulated knowledge, the
Yoruba (Africans) cannot be described as a people witlsoignce. A look at the traditional
Yorubasociety and the latter’'s contribution to scientifonfiguration of our human society will,
from the standpoint dfa, be illuminating.

Among theYorub3 there is the widely-held belief that it is thrduda oral text that an inquirer
can understand the influence @chievemeritof other Yorubagods in society. This is not to
say, as we have pointed out somewhere in this sthdylfa should be regarded as superior to
other gods in the¥orubé pantheon; it only attests to the role ¢fa as the encyclopedia of
Yoruba history, belief and philosophy.

Thus, it is not surprising thaa in Oginda MéjieulogizesOgunas the founder of ironworking
or, in modern parlance, metallurgy which todaydsesidered as the backbone of our civilization.
In Ogunda Méjilfa reveals that:

It was Oguin who introduced iron with a ringing sdumo the world

It was Ogun who introduced bronze with a ringingrst to the land of Sokori
It was Oguin who introduced brass with a ringingsto the town of ljimu
It was Oguin who forged iron continuously

Till he reached the expanse of heaven,

Where Ajagunmalé initiated rGnmila in the casting of If§Adeniji and
Armstrong 1977:5).
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The Yorubg especially the devotees Ofgun rely on the above verse to support the claim that
ironworking started wittOgunwho is variously described athé god of wad, “the god of irofy,
“the patron of the smithsand so on.

Although Ogun is a primordial deity and ironworkimgsociated with him, no dates can be
assigned to the beginning of the science of irokimgr As expected, non-Africans — especially

European anthropologists and archeologists — wooldcondone th& orubaidea that the origin

of ironworking is not datable; these researchersiaiosee any connection between the material
and the spiritual.

They do not believe in any primordial history tisaurces its material from mythology. But it is
noteworthy that the views of these anthropologisi archeologists are stimulatingly conflicting
as to the dates and origin of ironworking technglog

We have among these researchers those who comignislanworking technology originated in
Africa and that Europe borrowed it from Africa. Aher opinion shared by other researchers is
that ironworking technology was imported into A&ifrom the Middle East. Yet another opinion
is that the technology originated in India.

Of the three opinions enumerated, only the firshiom is placatory — for it traces the origin of
ironworking to Africa. However, the first opinioriike the other two opinions, fails to
acknowledge th& orubabelief that the ancestry of this material cultisréraceable to the divine.

It is expected, therefore, that those who holdapi@ions enumerated above would not embrace
the view that ironworking technology first emerdesim Oguris primordial industry. But one is
easily struck by what could be gleaned fronY@uba mythological narrative concerning the
origin of ironworking and its basic technologicaldwledge.

According to the narrativ&)ganin the far-away past was ordered by his commuwitgo forth
in war and conquer the neighboring towns. Beforagido war,Ogtiinmade a resolve to forge
weapons that would bestronger than cudgels torn from the armpits of katmldurable as green
grass by the riverside, swift as Eshu, more detidin the elephahi{ Gleason1971:45).

He then went ahead to embark on the painstaking daextracting ore fromrich layers of
gravelly laterité¢ (Ibid: 46). He manufactured charcoal by burning logs of wood &ater
fetched ‘a quantity of moist clay sufficient for the constran of a furnacé(lbid .).

The narrative explains thatvith his old stone chisel, he drove a wedge inteea stump, ripped
out of the heartwood and lined the cavity with bodls ... Then ... Ogun slept out the course of
the sufi (Ibid .).

The narrative continues, describi®guris final task:

Arising at nightfall from his bed of stone, Ogumivéirst to the burned out tree stump. Fitting a
trimmed branch as pestle to this mortar, he begapulverize the warm ore one handful at a
time. He sifted the powder in a reed basket, washeceavier particles in pure spring water,
and set them to dry in hollowed log troughs. Thenwent into his cave to prepare for the
arrogant transformatior{lbid .).
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The “arrogant transformatiohis related thus:

Ogun ... created tools of iron. First he fashionedlgdor himself — shaft hammers, a billet, an
adze and tongs. Then he forged implements of warords, knives both stabbing and throwing,
cutlasses, iron tips for arrows and materials fearing pathg(lbid .).

The above narrative underscores Yeeubabelief that knowledge of material relationshipsl an
causality is a representation of spiritual truth.

More importantly, the narrative furnishes us whie tdea that thisprimordial’ technology grew
out of a series of cogent thought, affirming theelilectual significance of myth and showing
that, if metallurgy is science, myth does not imgrish scientific thought as some modern-day
Eurocentric scholars might think.

The strength of this claim lies in the fact thagugh the recitations of its rigorous processes are
not frozen in the pages of a manuscript, ironwaykitas become the heritage of tfieruba
smiths.

That is, ironworking among théorubadid not result from any evident cultural diffusimom
outside theYorubakingdom, nor was it a direct achievement of sorae-African technicians
and other experts present in Africa; therubasmiths owe this technology to the word-for-word
mastery of the processes involvediguris primordial industry through oral transmission.

We can from this end be lured to argue that themwazinted enlightenment of Europe could
flourish without written texts. Granted thistancis Bacon, Isaac NewtorandRene Descartes
considered the founders of modern science, couldasinulate a new scientific paradigm or a
material world which functions like a machine thghusome mnemonic genius. This stresses the
point that mnemonic activities could also bring atbprodigious feats in science and technology.

From the foregoing, we can infer that there is asfality of science in oral cultures and that
science is not European in origin.

Here, however, a critic might argue that what wentasY oruba(prototypical African) science
as we have presented it through the industrygfin is crude, suggesting that it cannot be
compared in any way to Western science and tecgpolE. Ayresreacts to this criticism and
sees this line of thought as representing a crudgiystic attitude on the part of Eurocentric
scholars.
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Figure 3.5: Clarence Edwin Ayres
Source: http://www.pragmatism.org/research/ayres.htm

He then draws our attention to some negative agfédfestern science and technology.

According to himthe prime mover in our recent developments is matt galaxy of noble truths

which we call science, but the thoroughly mundand anmensely potent driving force of
mechanical technology. Science is the handsomeobdeickyll; machinery is Mr. Hyde —
powerful and rather sinistgAyres 1927:19).

The tone of the above assertionAgfre’s is directed to the attitude of today’s philosogheho
are only infatuated with applicatory science witheonsidering the incalculable imprecation
that Western science has brought upon humankind.

The threat of atomic bomb is a good example. Naedets, there is wisdom in the assertion that
intellectual heritage changes with each generadioth that fresh analysis carves new facets,
new intellectual tools reveal new speculationgsrstructuré (Spencer1948:439).

This is in consonance with the need to incorpotfagecontributions of both the oral and written
cultures in order to understand the complete mtélial configuration of our human society.

Though many African intellectuals are still reagtito the traumatic experience of the pre-
colonial Africa and are not really receptive to theiversalist approach to African thought
system, the foregoing underscores the desiralafitgn accessible knowledge pool from which
the entire human family can benefit.

In other words, there is the need to bring indigiduiews in oral and written cultures together to
enhance a wider human vision in the area of sciandeechnology. Thus, in tone reminiscent of
this recommendatiotf4 advocates i®tudrapon Méjithat:

Pésépéselobinrinn 10°kuru;

Woin-woin lokunrinna I'0gi

Ogi ti 0 kinnadiédén bt san
Igunnungun-ab’omi-l&toré-bi-omi-agbada
Omu-nifa-obinrinpmu-nifaekunrin

A dia fun Elébutéé, awo ayé

42



A bu fun Oduké&e, awo ode tun

Nijg ti won 11 lg réé tin Otufése

Ifa Elébutéé s, tOdukekénaa si s

A fowd wewo, ow0 wa ti mo

Awa ti d’ologhdn méji awo ode in.”®

A woman grinds bean-meal softly,

A man grinds the corn hastily,

The lumped corn-meal is food for the pigs;
Vulture-with-a-probing-eyes,
Women-benefit-from-breasts, Men-benefit-from-Istea
Cast Ifa for Elébutéé, the earthly priest,

For Oduké&e, the heavenly priest,

On their way to redeem Ife.

Elébutée’s divination thrived, so was Odk&s.

We rubbed our hands together and they are clean
We thus become two wise men of divine gifts.

The above verse relates how, in the distant past,Ifd priests of different orientations and
outlooks came together and exchanged views in ithecbrestore peace and development in
Otufé an ancient town.

In Otufg Elébutéé and Odukeé were the most famous and well-vers&dpriests. But the two
priests were sworn enemies, too, because eacth&tlhe was superior to the other. As the two
were now entangled in a war of rivalry, Otuféntinued to grow in constant bickering and strife
Social life was stifled and the natives becamemigtof all sorts of ailments.

. Sl R o
Figure 3.6: Sample of Ifa as Priest.
Source: http://www.unesco.org/culture/intangible-heritadgggft uk.htm
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Gradually, Otufébecame desolate and was almost on the brink afictiin as people were
seeking refuge elsewhere. The situation becamenbeauable that the king of the day had to
summon the two priests to his court.

In tears, he pleaded that the two priests shoutd thhe hatchet and, instead, use their wisdom (as
a knowledge pool) to improve the situation in Otu®& course, the priests themselves had turned
victims of their war: each had lost wives and dtafd to the strife. They listened, humbled
themselves before their king and swore to impriweesituation in Otufé

Thereafter, the two priests dialogued and leat tire only way to redeem Otuféas hidden in
a lengthy Ifa verse. Elébutéé had only committezl lieginning of the verse into memory and
could not complete it.

On his apart, Oduke had long forgotten the beginning of the verse,doutid assist Eleébutée in
completing it. The two priests then came togethet mterpreted the hidden meaning of the
verse. In the end, the two were able to redeemédtorin the brink of ruin.

With a sharp hermeneutic insight, one can admit tiv@ above verse clearly translates to the
need to ponder the way out of the problem oraliticat pose to the contemporarietter-
crazed human family, that their preservation depends on the powers ohamg of successive
generations of human beirfigd/ansina 1965:1).

The verse can also be understood as a cryptic esispba the need to syncretize both the oral
and written projects, the need to rationalize arsesnatize largely mythological materials. This
implies the imperativeness of static text, sugggstiot that we valorize writing at the expense of
orality.

Rather, the verse reckons with the fact that wgitsinecessary in our civilization, but it should
only be seen as an addition, “not an alternativeottal transmission” (Goody and Watt
1963:345). Interestingly, totfa says in another canto Gtuurupm Méji that:

QOloghon ayé kan o0 ta koko omi m’éti@s
Moran-m@an kan 0 m yeepéile
Arinnaka ko dé ibi pa gbé pkun

A dia fun Alabahun

Ti n kogbdn rori gpe réé kéi.. >

No wise man saves water in the hem of his tunic;
No wise man knows the quantity of sand on earth;
No traveller knows the edge of the earth
Divination was undertaken for Aldbahun

On his way to hoard human wisdom ...

In his community, long time ago, Tortoise claimédtthe was the wisest and had successfully
proved this on many occasions when contacted onpaggsing problem. Because he claimed
monopoly of wisdom, he decided to hide all humasdem inside a legendary gourd so that no
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any other individual would be able to have access. tHe had proposed to hang the gourd on
top of a palm tree.

He finally got to the palm tree and decided to tlithe tree. But he made several attempts to
climb the tree without success and without knowé&edfjwhat was hindering him.

He struggled to climb the tree again and again ..wHe still struggling to climb the tree when a
snail, passing by sluggishly, caught him. The sstbd by for a while in great amusement,
knowing why it would be impossible for Tortoisedocceed in his task.

After a while, the snail drew Tortoise’s attentiand told Tortoise that strapping the gourd
against his chest would make it impossible for Honclimb the tree; his task would be
accomplished if he strapped the gourd on his back.

B Scientific underdevelopment or, more exactly, sifierdependence was referring by .....
A. Hountondji

B. Ibid
C. Goody
O A

Reluctantly though, Tortoise tried the snail's segjgon and found out that he would have been
able to climb the tree had he strapped the goutti©back. It dawned on him that he was wrong
on the assumption that he was the wisest in hisyoamty.

It can be gleaned from the above verse that theingprtogether of both oral and written
civilizations will help theYoruba(Africans) to overcome in the area of science tutinology
(and other spheres of human intellectual endeayeuratPaulin Hountondji (1995:4) refers to
as ‘scientific underdevelopment or, more exactly, stfierdependencé

Taking the complementarist stance, therefore, tietpo stress is that Africa can borrow useful
ideas from Europe, and also vice-versa. More saamtly, “we need a renewed, systematic
reflection on the status, the mode of existence,sttope and limits and the perspectives of
development of so-called traditional knowled@igid .:6).

Summary for Study Session 3

(1) An insightful study of the chronology of Greek taey would reveal that writing was not a
significant cultural factor before Plato.

(2) Though writing engenders a comparatively permaaadtreliable storage of information
outside fallible human memory, it is also true tivating itself cannot create thought.
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(3) Creation of thought is clearly congenial to thenfation of ideas which may not
necessarily have to be fixed or documented befarg &re made available to philosophy
or reflection.

(4) On the basis of the need to reevaluate histormeisfby succeeding generations, one
might argue that history is necessarily foundedvalue systems, without which there
could be no selection of facts. Thus, hardly capeaple’s history be written without
recourse to myths

(5) There exists among Eurocentric scholars the belafliteracy was the sole and principal
cause for the evolution of logical modes of thirkimhich gave birth to science. In clear
terms, therefore, they are of the opinion thatremecould never flourish in oral cultures.
But the grandiose claim that only literate socetmould lay claim to science and
technology is mistaken; after all science is unded as the system of behaviour by
which man acquires mastery over his environment.

(6) Today’s philosophers are only infatuated with aggifory science without considering
the incalculable imprecation that Western scierazdrought upon humankind.

(7) The coming together of both oral and written chalions will help the Africans to
overcome scientific underdevelopment or, more dxastientific dependence. The point
to stress is that Africa can borrow useful ideastfiEurope, and also vice-versa.

Self-Assessment Question (SAQs) for Study Session 3

Now that you have completed this study session,cayuassess how well you have achieved its
Learning outcomes by answering the following questi Write your answers in your study
Diary and discuss them with your Tutor at the regytly Support Meeting. You can check your
answers with the Notes on the Self-Assessmentiguestt the end of this Module.

SAQ 3.1
» Do you think that writing is a precondition for p¥gophy?

e Using an African culture as foil, discuss the némda paradigm of interaction between oral and
written traditions.

» Justify the claim that writing alone could not aapta people’s history.

SAQ 3.2
e Using an African culture as foil, discuss the némda paradigm of interaction between oral and
written traditions.

* In what way can we enhance a wider vision in tlea af science and technology?

» Do you agree with the claim that science couldfiootrish without writing?

» Critically discuss one of the factors that are oesible for the intransigent relationship between
the modernists and the traditionalists in Africdnilgsophy.

» Do you think that writing itself can create thought
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Study Session 4: Differing Meanings of Death

Introduction

In this lecture, we shall look at the different ceptions of death by different scholars. This will
help us to understand that, though death is mostgarded as a phenomenon which causes the
end of our existence or the extinguishing of alt pwojects, there are reasons to support the
opinion that death is not finality or the end of existence

Learning Outcomes

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to:
4.1 Discuss an overview of the meaning of death
4.2 Explain the concept of Death in the Pre-Socrates Er
4.3 Briefly Discuss the concept of Death in the Modgra

4.1 Overview on the meaning of Death

Oftentimes we wonder what actually could best dbscthe concept of death, so as to easily
understand it and come to accept it as part oegistence. According to Christopher Agulanna:
The theme of death is basic to every thought sys&ettional, modern, metaphysical or

scientific and usually the conception of deathny ¢hought system determines, to a very large
extent, its choice of values and the total sigaifi®e it ascribes to life and human existence in
general

Box 4.1 Definition of Death
Death is mostly regarded as a phenomenon whiclesdhe end of our existence or the
extinguishing of all our projects

In the latter sense, consciously or unconscioudath is generally conceived as an evil, the
greatest destroyer of our beings and identities

F.H. Cook (1989:155)maintains this view when he opines that, aparhfoertain prolonged and
irremediable pain, “the individual can, in factttioink of anything worse than one’s own death.”
Cook, therefore, endorses the view that deatheigjitbatest of all evils.

Before the development of philosophical knowleddeath as a phenomenon did not receive
much attention. In fact, it was completely escheviredn serious philosophical speculations.
But, these days, death has continued to receiveusephilosophical attention and, we dare say,
much of the theories or discourse concerning deatl®e come down to us from the existentialist
philosophers. Be that as it may, we may still needo into history and see how philosophers -
ancient and modern - have grappled with this phemam.
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4.2 Pre-Socrates Era

During the pre-Socratic era, the major concern toggve a rational answer to the nature of the
universe. During this era, death was simply regaaeunpleasant and what the philosophers of
the era simply did was to emphasize the brevitythedailure of all human endeavours.” For the
Greeks, the world was beautiful and delightful iieelin and death seemed terrible and the
greatest evil.

With the emergence of philosophy in Greek culttine,view of death changed. For instance, the
Pythagoreans had famously taught the transmigratidhe soul, its purification in the wheel of
birth and its final reunion with the Divine throudkath.

Thelonians gradually developed the discourse on death. Tledgued that knowing the nature
of the universe could aid our understanding of tieaning of death. Thales, we know, stated
that water is the cause of all things. The implaratof this is that all things are one and,
therefore, change with death inclusive becomesriagdisal through the essential oneness of all
that exists.

Anaximander talked about the indefinite, where all things &®und together. Individual
substances emerged through the eternal motioneirutiiverse. For him, all things perish into
those things out of which they take their birthpagalties of their act of injustice.

By proffering this view, Anaximander sought to matkee fear of death less persuasive, an
expression of the hope that, in the ground of hedtggath has no dominion. The death of the
individual is necessary to unite the individual e@gain with the infinite.

Figure 4.1: Image of Anaximander

Source: http://artofty.deviantart.com/art/Anaximander-148350

On his part,Heraclitus was concerned about fact of change in things. Heeoaed that all
things are in constant flux. If this be the cabentdeath too is not permanent; the soul of man is
part of the fire which transforms itself but abidgsernally. According t&€horon:

It appears then that we have in Heraclitus an apierno facilitate the
acceptance of death as a necessary and natural tevwbrough the
realization that strife, the tension of life andatle is precisely what makes
and upholds the universe (Choron 1963:38).

The underlying idea iHeraclitus’ philosophy is that death generates life just asrghing
changes and flows2armenidescontends that there is permanence behind the Heeacflux:
change, he held, is only a matter of illusion dndeath is change, it is, therefore, an illusiod an
should not be feared. Like the Pythagore&enocritus, on his part, affirms the immortality of
the soul, claiming that people who do not acceigtfdct in nature will live in perpetual fear.
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He is stressing that man should not cling so madhings of this life because they are perishable
and transient. If man heeds his counsel, then héwiable to bear the plague of death when the
latter strikes.

For Socrates man is a finite and contingent being. He, howeyaints out that it would be
“pretence of wisdom” to claim knowledge of what tteactually is. He believes that death is a
journey to another place, and believes also th& good thing to die, especially in a bid to
preserving our good life.

He demonstrated this during his trial, stressirad there is a God whose concern it is to preserve
the soul of the good man from eternal destructitlato presents us with the trial of Socrates in
the Apology and this historical trial evinces the fact thatci®tes strongly believed in the
immortality of the soul.

Bertrand Russell extracts from theApology and sheds more light on the idea that Socrates’
bearing during his trial conveys his belief in themortality of the soul. According to Russell:

The Apology gives a clear picture of a man of aaiertype: a man very
sure of himself, high-minded, indifferent to woyldliccess, believing that he
is guided by a divine voice...

In the final passage, where he considers what happdter death, it is
impossible not to feel that he firmly believes nmmortality, and that his
professed uncertainty is only assumed. He is noubled, like the
Christians, by fears of eternal torment: he hasdooibt that his life in the
next world will be a happy one (Russell 1996:120).

Plato regarded death as the release of the soul frombtidy. He posited that the soul is
something divine in man, immortal and divine. Thoalls according to Plato, was accidentally
united to the body and dwells in it as a prisoA¢rdeath it can escape and gain back its divinity.
The soul is, therefore, not affected by death; mveee death only grants it the means of going
back to where it belongs.
B Who points out that it would be “pretence of wisddmclaim knowledge of what death actually
IS.
a)Aristotle
b) Socrates
c)Anaximander
d) All philosophers
0 Answer is Socrates (b)

The Epicureans we know, are mostly concerned about how we live ltves. In accordance
with the recommendation of Epicurus, their patrivey advocated the pursuit only of pleasures
that can be controlled and enjoyed in moderatidreifTview of death is crucial here. They stress
the fact that there is actually no meeting poirtiveen death and man and, for that reason; we do
not have to fear death.

The Epicureans further explicated that the thowjldeath would deprive man of the pleasures
they advocate and that the soul is easily affebted sickness caused by religious belief in the
fear of the gods and thereafter. Their view in teigard, according t€horon, is exemplified in

the words of Epicurus:
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The world from which gods are thus absent is ridgachance. Man has no
hope of improving the world, and must resign hifngemaking, by his own
effort, the best of his own existence (Choron 1983:

Thus,Epicurus advised that we become familiar with the beliet tth@ath is nothing to us. This
conviction makes life enjoyable and frees us framm@nd fear of death.

The Stoicstaught that death belongs to the cosmic orderinfjthas birth is; if this be the case,
then there is actually no ground for fear or comnpliPlotinus followed this line of thought
when he posited that death is only a means ofmietirto the Divine and man, all through his
life, is continually filled with intense desire ohiting with the One.

4.3 Modern Thought on Death

In modern era, the time when natural science edjgyeminence in the quest for knowledge and
the centralizing tendency in Christendom declined

Rene Descarteemerged as the father of modern thought. He hblklslualist view that man is
made up of the body and soul, giving precedendbdacoul or the mind (because of its ability to
think). He urged that we should not be afraid ddtteor fear to die because the soul outlasts the
body, that is, the soul continues to exist throngtural reason.

According to him, death is only as a result ofuegl of some principal parts of the body and the
soul is not in any way affected. Death should,af@e, not make us fear because, after we die,
we are sure of enjoying what he refers to as kiies' of another lifé

Figure 4.2: An Image of Rene Descartes

Source: http://historyoflinearalgebra.weebly.com/reneaalgecartes-ns.html

Like theEpicureans Benedict Spinozamaintains that the fear of death disturbs onesxcpe®f

mind. He counsels that we banish this fear by pasthat there is no life after death or nothing

as the immortality of the soul. The view@bttfried Leibniz is also relevant here.

According toLeibniz, no living thing perishes in death but only unaderg a metamorphosis. He
developed this from his position that each indigidsubstance is an idea of God, actualized by
means of a continual emanation. These substangasrads mirror the image of the Deity, each
capable of producing something that resemblesaath) therefore, becomes positive because it
brings about the birth of another.
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Summary for Study Session 1

In this Study Session 1, you have learnt that:

1. Death is mostly regarded as a phenomenon whichesatiee end of our existence or the
extinguishing of all our projects. In this sensengciously or unconsciously, death is generally
conceived as an evil, the greatest destroyer obeings and identities.

2. For the Greeks, the world was beautiful and ddligtib live in and death seemed terrible and the
greatest evil. With the emergence of philosoph@iaek culture, the view of death changed.

3. The Pythagoreans had famously taught the transtitigraf the soul, its purification in the wheel
of birth and its final reunion with the Divine thugh death.

4. For Socrates, it would be “pretence of wisdom” o knowledge of what death actually is. He
believes that death is a journey to another pland, believes also that it is good thing to die,
especially in a bid to preserving our good life. demonstrated this during his trial.

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQSs) for Study Sessibn

Now that you have completed this study session,cauassess how well you have achieved its
Learning Outcomes by answering these questions.céoucheck your answers with the Notes
on the Self-Assessment Questions at the end oSthidy Session.

SAQ 4.1 (Test Learning Outcomes)
1. What is Death?
2. Do you think that death is the greatest evil?

SAQ 4.2 (Test Learning Outcomes)
1. Discuss the view of the lonians on death.
2. Explain the Pythagoreans’ support for the idearohortality.

SAQ 4.3 (Test Learning Outcomes)
1. Who is regarded as the Father of Modern Thought
2. Explain the Gottfried Leibniz idea on death
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Study Session 5: Death and Immortality in an African Culture

Introduction

In this lecture, we shall look at the philosophicsdues surrounding the idea of afterlife or
immortality.

We shall examine the conflicting positions on thea of immortality and show, using the
Yoruba culture as foil, how Africans have been atdedemonstrate the meaningfulness of
human existence.

Learning Outcomes

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to:
5.1 Discuss the fact that ‘Afterlife conceptions arelggematic’
5.2 Explain the conflicting views on the idea of imnaditly.
5.3 Analyze the Yoruba (African) belief in death andmiortality.

5.1 Various Philosophers’ Concept of Immortality

Perhaps the difficulty of demonstrating immortalé@gnpirically or scientifically has won more
votaries against the immortality-hypothesis.

Kai Nielsen

Immortality for him is a phenomenon that should fdegarded as unreasonable. Speaking

empirically, he holds that nothing survives the Yafter death and that the body simply

disintegrates and decomposes.

He contends that:
Conceptions of the afterlife are so problematict tihais unreasonable for a
philosophical and scientifically sophisticated persliving in the twentieth
century to believe in life eternal, to believe thet shall survive the rotting or the
burning or the mummification of our ‘present bodi@delsen 1989:1).

Clarence Darrow

Clarence Darrow (1973:251-253) is unperturbed by the widespredfbi@ immortality, as
expressed by various convictions in the world todayr Darrow, the belief in immortality is a
delusion which affirms the credulity or gullibiligf man.

Miguel de Unamuno

The Spanish existentialist philosophdviiguel de Unamung on his part, reacts to the
phenomenon of immortality and sees immortality @ s natural desire which is bound to be
frustrated by the fact of the extinction that awais at death (de Unamuno 1962:54 — 71). That
extinction awaits us at death does not make semgbet Yoruba and to say that life has no
meaning is equally arrant nonsense.
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In fact, the Yoruba minimize the confrontation offividual’'s extinction with assurances of
some form of immortality. Though they constantlypeess their fear of death, the Yoruba do not
fail to make impressive responses to it. Their oesps underscore their belief in the
meaningfulness of human existence and reflect ttwiviction that man’s desire to survive his
personal death is guaranteed.
It is therefore instructive at this juncture to koar examine the ways through which the Yoruba
attempt to neutralize the power of death in a biérijoy some form of immortalitAmong the
Yoruba, the death of the young is believed to beatural and that is why they often hold the
opinion that such a death is caused by either doeaked’s headstrong foolhardiness or by the
will of enemies. In this case, the deceased is mexir
But, contrary to this, the death of an aged pers@xpected; when the death of an aged person
occurs the Yorubé celebrate. Peter Morton-Willigarpresses this view as embodied in Yoruba
religious practices:
Those who die prematurely, before begetting childve before their children have grown and
while they have themselves not reached the thrdstfadld age, are mourned. But the mourning
for the young is in private, by near kin only, aalthough individuals may come to offer
sympathy, no public ceremonial marks their pasdtiagly death so offends that it is hidden from
society at large.
Although patterns of mourning are stereotyped, teie are social sanctions to ensure their
observance, they are never (except, of courséheati¢ath of a king) directed at arresting the
general attention. When the very old die, theredssplays of joy - often on a grand scale. The
grimness of death is masked by celebrations ofdti@evement of the preceding lifetime
(Morton-Williams 1960:34).
It must be stressed here that the Yoruba value Blesgsings as long life, increasing prosperity
and children. So when a child dies, the Yorubabathered by the fact of whether the child is
attacked by a witch or, in the case of a seriedyirig infants, whether the child is aik(
literally “born to die”.
To neutralize the potency of witchcraft and sorcengst individuals among the Yoruba often
wear amulets and hang some protective charms atbenzbrners of their houses. This measure,
they believe, guards against the sudden deathabhilld by witches or sorcerers. But in their
response to the death of albikithe Yoruba observe certain rites. Their respoaghis form of
death is described thus:
A series of dying infants is held to be qualitalyvelifferent from ordinary
children, and to be indeed the same child bornnagad again. There is a name
for them abik(, meaning ‘born to die’. It is believed that abikuis a child
unwilling to leave its spirit playmategré orun) and to live on earth. Rites are
performed to break its attachment to them.
It is commonly vilely dressed and...may even bdiglised, to make it unattractive to them; it
usually bears chains or a fetter as a charm to ibitedearthly life, or a rattle to frighten awayg i
spirit companions...Showing further that it is moteal child, its circumcision and the cutting of
lineage marks on its face may be postponed ustip#rents are convinced that it is going to
remain in the world (Ibid.:35).
The Yoruba responses to the fear of death in tiehawever, have some existentialist bearing.
It is common knowledge that the Yoruba religiouagbices exemplify their belief in individual
immortality. Benedict Ibitokun explicates the coptseof existence, death and immortality in the
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Yoruba worldview. According to Ibikotun (1995:21he Yoruba worldview “is not restrained to
the physical, tangible place of existence.

He explains further that a Yorub&'s cosmic totahigs to do with his existence on earth, his
relationship with his ancestors, his worship of gfogls and his belief that the unborn guarantee
future existence.

5.2 Philosopher Babatunde Lawal Concept of Immortiaty

Still on the Yoruba belief in immortality,
Babatunde Lawal observes:
...to the Yoruba, death is not the end of lifeéslmerely a dematerialization of the vital
breath or soul, and hence a transformation frorthlato spiritual existence (a kind of
After-Life), where the dematerialized soul may cbedo stay forever, although it can
make periodic returns to earth through reincarmaginwg. It is this belief in an After-
Life and in reincarnation that assures the Yoruliémortality (Lawal 1977:51).
Lawal draws his inference from the popular Yoruldéotogy concerning how Olédumare, the
Supreme-being, and Obatéla, a Yoruba god, joingated man. While Obatala moulded man’s
physical body from clay, Olédumaré animated the loedi image by emitting his vital breath
into it.
Olodumare’s vital breath assures immortality in se@se that the Yoruba believe that the vital
breath which is divine (since it is from the SupeeBeing) cannot decompose at death, though
its withdrawal from the body (an image moulded frday) results in death.
In other words, the vital breath (generally refdrte as the soul @miin Yoruba) has the divine
power of retuning to earth in different forms ardd#ferent periods. The Yoruba belief in
reincarnation finds its meaning and is borne ouhf view.
Our explication of how the Yorubéa respond to ther fef death in the young has shown us a type
of reincarnation irabikiwhose soul “is only visiting the earth as a sétbarist; for it will soon
desert the ‘borrowed’ body in order to return ®unborn companions” (Ibid.The second type
of reincarnation is markedly consequential to tleetha belief in immortality. This occurs when
a child is believed to be the reincarnate of hsddencestor. On this, William Bascom writes:
The ancestor reborn in the child may be identifledugh physical resemblance,
similarity in character or behaviour, through dreamm which the ancestor tells
someone in the family that he has returned, orutinadivination for the mother
during pregnancy, or for the newborn child (Basd®60:404).
Apart from the view stated above, the Yoruba balefmmortality is expressed through their
various forms of ancestral worship or through ralistic representations used in funeral rites of
the deceased. In many parts of Yorubaland, especiating the second-burial obsequies, the
Yoruba use naturalistic life-size effigies to regget the deceased who will be led in a procession
and parade himself around the town as though tbeaded is back alive.
There is also thépeku (‘calling the dead’) ceremony whereby “a maskegluife, wearing the
dress and hat of the deceased, and walking anohdalike him, is made to return to his old
home to give the last farewell” (Lawal 1977:52).
Lawal explains further:
» By and large, the use of naturalistic mask or gftigring the second-burial ceremonies is not ooly t
mark the last physical appearance of a departing @o earth, but also to demonstrate that he has
‘changed position’ (pa ipo da), and to impress uffensoul of the deceased - if he is watching the
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ceremony - that, having cast off his earthly mdmskmust now proceed to heaven to join the souls of
his predecessors and to team up with them to helfiving.

The destruction or burial of his effigy implies thike the slough of a snake, his erstwhile mask
can never be re-used. However, the departing sayl want to return to the living in a new
mask; he may do this either by reincarnation in ahyis grandchildren, or througigingun
mask which his children will make for him (lbid.).

As a matter of fact, we find in treginguimmask the most dramatic demonstration of the cancep
of the ‘Living Dead’. The Yoruba believe that tlgungunis a physical form of a departed
ancestor who, veiled behind the mask, comes artmmaquire about the welfare of his living
descendants. There are several myths and legendsromg the origin oégungun

Of importance here, however, is the legend whidates that the firsegungunwere heavenly
beings sent to earth by the Supreme Being to dhdestate of things for the terrestrial beings
(humans).

A close examination of other myths and legends atheeguanganwill reveal, however, that the
Yoruba conceive of thegungunas heavenly beings who neutralize the fear andinemse of
death by impersonating their departed ancestors.

The Yoruba believe that, as spiritually potent ataes, theegungurhave power to heal the sick
and bless barren women with children. As reveremstors, now physically present in the midst
of their family or community, thegungunalso settle disputes and promote the spiritual-wel
being of the society by cleansing the society dlsdike witchcraft and disease through certain
rituals.

Most importantly, the Yoruba find in the image dfetegunginthe need to expatiate and
“celebrate the triumph of the human spirit over Dedbid.:58). Summarizing the import of the
foregoing, Lawal explains the important role tgingunplay in cushioning the individual's
extinction with some form of immortality.

According to him:

The actual presence of the dead among the livimyiges a psychological boost for the
community: the young are so thrilled at the prospédmmortality that they sometimes whip
one another almost to the point of severe injuryilevthe old, especially those in the evening of
life, may occasionally be so moved by the specttu¢ they begin to imagine the time when
their ownegungunwould be welcomed with the same pomp and pageantry

For theegungunis a dream-come-true to the Yoruba, a dramatizaifaheir belief in an After-
Life and in the strong bond between the living #meldead. A typical Yoruba ‘extended’ family
comprises not only the living members but alsodéparted ones. To the Yorub4a, tbheadare
not dead; but will soon be back, either as graridm or aegungun(lbid.: 60).

Though theegungun as we have pointed out, are the most dramatiodstration of the Yoruba
belief in immortality, the performance dfémgé also affirms this belief through some
naturalistic representation of the deceased.

Irémgé funeral dirges are usually sung in poetry; thisas surprising since the imagery of death
is embedded in African poetry. As a matter of fdlcgre is the conception that the living, the
dead and the unborn form a single community in o&friThis conception is found in African
poetry generally.

It is related that Ogun, the Yoruba god of iron avat, during the later part of his life, directed
his followers (hunters) to obserii@mgé as a sacred religious duty. Ogan warned, howeat,
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the deceased hunter would be denied his right phattee ancestral realm should his living guild
members fail to observe th@mgé after his death.
In short, the deceased whds&émgé is not observed will in the spirit or ancestralridde “in a
state of peril in which he would not be able todfihis proper place among the ancestors”
(Ajuwon 1997:174 — 175).
This view is expressed in the followiitgmgé song:

Ode yodéwu 0 ka,

Ta a ba &rémgé e

Odo Olumckin 16 1 lo

Odo yooéwu t6 side lp

Ta a ba aréemgé ,

Toun tegbére ni 6 jmaa je(Ibid.)

A hunter who dies,
For whomirémgé is performed,
Shall joinOlumdkin in heaven.
A hunter who dies,
For whomirémgé is denied,
Shall join the company of demons.
Irémgé ritual performamce could, therefore, be regardedaaritual meant to mark the
deceased’s passage from earth to heaven and, imme ohodel from Ogun, from an amateur
rank (on earth) to a professional rank in heaven.
The chant below boosts this point:
Igha mii,
Igha mii,
K& ma tudn jaégbemo (lbid.).

In future,
In future,
Stop going a-hunting with us.

Bade Ajuwon
Bade Ajuwon draws our attention to the significan€¢he above chant and its esoteric import.
He says:
It is believed that this chant represents Ogin’s @nder to the deceased to refrain from ever
hunting again with his living colleagues and, iasteto take up his earthly profession in heaven.
There he will be exposed to superior hunting skiéls imparted to him by Ogun (Ajuwon
1997:176).
Ajuwon’s view is in consonance with the fourth betsix themes identified by Gerald Moore
which embrace the concept of death.
The theme reads:
Energy has primacy over matter. It precedes, ctmtand survives all
material forms. The energy or force of the dead nh@@s not perish with
him, but passes into new manifestations. Deathsfddd and makes
renewal possible (Moore1968:57).

56



The latter view emphasizes that death among thé@béois not regarded as the end of existence,
but as the ritede passage par excellenc&Vith this view in mind, the Yoruba - especially
members of the hunters’ guild - gather at the sédmmial ceremony of their departed member
and cushion the death of the latter with an effigghieved by clothing the effigy in the best
dress or hunting smock of the deceased.
Lawal adds that:
The effigy is paraded round the town and therea#ilezn to the bush along with a
basket containing the hunting charms of the deceasier the final rites have
been performed, the effigy is either destroyed vgtimshots or simply left to
perish. This marks the end of the physical existeot the deceased (Lawal
1977:52).
Where an effigy is not usedthe service of somednexact resemblance of the deceased is
sought. This living impersonator will, in dramatiemonstration, appear to the assembly of
hunters, the deceased’s relations and townspeapt,bid them farewell. This point is also
obvious in Ajuwon’s exposition gfémgé as he points out that:
Death cannot be considered as a finality...Itga@way to another kind of
life: the life of an ancestor. THeémgé thus move from the solemnity of
death to the joy of another kind of existence (Agmm1997:194).

Ajuwon substantiates the plausibility of the abeiew with anirémgé chant:
Mo poseseposeseee,
Owgo mi 6 BAkanbi mo
Babaa wé dinaran ko tiek( ma
Babaa wa si ti, doorun,
Eyi ta 6 fi sasgbekale
Akanbi ire lalelé gun (Ibid.:194 — 195).

| trotted and trotted,
| couldn’t reach Akanbi any more.
Our father has been transformed in a heavenly light
Which never dies.
Our father has even been transformed into a sun,
Whose rays shall dry our clothes.
Akanbi, rest in peace.
Ajuwon cites another chant whose import is notissidhilar from the one above. This particular
chant is replete with metaphors and presents theaded (now an ancestor) as a “transplanted
tree”.
It reads:
Baba awa ti dimule
Won ti digi algye,
Eyi ti 0 leé ki mp
Eso were ni won n so (lbid.).

Our father is now an ancestor in whom to confide.
He is a transplanted tree that thrives,
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A tree that no longer dies,
But bear countless fruits.

Ajuwon delves into the metaphor in the above claat explains that:
An ancestor is like a “transplanted tree” in thatihas demonstrated an ability to
“take root” in a new setting. He “thrives” in thhé has been resurrected in the
countless descendants who have been left on earéiptoduce in the generations
yet to come (lbid.).
On this latter account, a synthesis of the firsi @@cond chants becomes instructive. If we
consider this synthesis and allow the personalitpl@anbi in the first chant to replace “Baba
wa” in the second chant, we will be able to grampimmortal status given to Akanbi.
Though Akanbi himself is gone, he has the infipteential for spiritual transformation and,
therefore, the “ability to live on in the spirit wod and to direct, influence, and even control
human activities from afar” (Ibid.).

Summary

1) That extinction awaits us at death does not maksesto the Yoriiba and to say that life
has no meaning is equally arrant nonsense. In feet, Yoruba minimize the
confrontation of individual’s extinction with assurces of some form of immortality.

2) Though they constantly express their fear of de#th, Yorub4a do not fail to make
impressive responses to it. Their responses uratersieeir belief in the meaningfulness
of human existence and show their conviction thah’sidesire to survive his personal
death is guaranteed.

3) Among the Yorubd, the death of the young is belletcebe unnatural and that is why
they often hold the opinion that such a death igsed by either the deceased’s
headstrong foolhardiness or by the will of enemiieshis case, the deceased is mourned.
But, contrary to this, the death of an aged pers@xpected; when the death of an aged
person occurs the Yoruba celebrate.

4) The Yoruba (African) worldview is not restrained tioe physical, tangible place of
existence. The African’s cosmic totality has to wih his existence on earth, his
relationship with his ancestors, his worship of guels and his belief that the unborn
guarantee future existence.
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Post-test

Self-Assessment Question (SAQs) for Study Session 5

Now that you have completed this study session,cauassess how well you have achieved its
Learning outcomes by answering the following questi Write your answers in your study
Diary and discuss them with your Tutor at the rextly Support Meeting. You can check your
answers with the Notes on the Self-Assessmentiguestt the end of this Module.

Discuss why the immortality-hypothesis is diffictdgtdemonstrate.

SAQ5.1
In what way do the unborn guarantee future exigtenc

SAQ5.2
Critically discuss the idea that death is mereflematerialization of the vital breath or soul.

SAQ 5.3
Discuss how the Yoruba or any other ethno-lingaighit in Africa has been able to overcome
the fear of death.

SAQ 5.4
Examine critically naturalistic representationstbé concept of the “Living Dead” and their
moral significance.
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Study Session 6: The Idea of Destiny

Introduction

In this study session, the main focus is to loothatdifferent definitions of the term destiny. At
the level of definition, the concept of destiny tins an ambiguity which, if not classified, can
lead to very serious problems.

In essence the term contains some form of ambigintyhe sense that it is a concept that has
more than one meaning and, if its various meaniaigs not understood, it could lead to
unnecessary disputes. Therefore, you will be lyrieflgage in the analysis of the various senses
or meanings of the concept.

Learning Outcomes for Study Session 6

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to:
6.1 Define the concept of Destiny.
6.2 Explain the definitional problem of Destiny.

6.1 Conceptual Definition of Destiny

Destiny is defined as the mysterious power tha¢rd@hes the course of events. Destiny is a
certain kind of fraternity. It is the effective figya that is, the history and the judgment of the
world. The word “destiny” is coined from the Greetmpound wordProginoskoor Proriso,

(LT

which means “to foreordain”, “to foreknow”, “to apint as the subject of future privilege.”

In the Judeo-Christian tradition, destiny is ddsedi as Predestination; in Islam itTiaqdir or
Qadar. The Akan speaking people of Ghana calls iOlga In Eastern religious world it is
calledKarma The Igbos call iChi. the Kalabari of Niger Deta refer to it &sme The ljaw call

it Oru Agbani For the Idoma it i©Owa Nupe call itKuci, while the Ewe speaking people of
West coast call iBe It is Fatein the Greco-Roman world.

® |n your own view how ca you define Predeterminedtidg?

o Predetermined Destiny, sometimes just shortenedPriedestiny, is the idea that
everyone's path and actions in life are alreadydédcupon before birth by a higher
power
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6.2 Definitional Problem of Destiny

There are critical definitional and conceptual peolis as related to the concept of destiny. At
the level of definition, the concept of destiny tains an ambiguity which, if not classified, can
lead to very serious problems.

What we are saying in essence is that the termacmsome form of ambiguity, in the sense that
it is a concept that has more than one meaningifitsl various meanings are not understood, it
could lead to unnecessary disputes. Therefore,ha# briefly engage in the analysis of the
various senses or meanings of the concept.

6.2.1 Destiny as Fate

Destiny is used to raise the issue of fate. Fatbagpower that controls all events and it is the
end of things that are. If we accept this defimitiof seeing destiny as fate, then it shows that
man is powerless under the influence of fate bexdat® controls every event and there is no
opportunity for man to exercise his initiative oceéddom. Therefore, destiny as fate shows clearly
that man is the subject of a superior force.

Again if we say that destiny is the end of all tgrthat must happen then we are submitting to a
form of determinism (determinism says that evergrévhas a cause). If this is true, then the
events of life are causally connected, that isnexeleads to event B and so on. This is a kind of
historical determinism

Etymologically, the concept “Fate” is derived frahe Latin wordFatum which when translated
into English means “that which has been spokenegrekd.” According to Raphael Madu, the
idea of destiny in this context “is linked to cimatances where all the phenomena of human life
are traced to an ultimate unity or agency extaiméhis historical phenomena’(Madu 1992:1).

Madu, therefore, avers that “fate is a unity orrayeseen as an inevitable necessity controlling
all things”(Ibid.). In this sense, destiny is considered asaftsolutely inscrutable power or force

to which all men are subject and may be eitherquefied or presented as impersonal. This
understanding of destiny expresses a feeling oplésdness in the face of natural and
supernatural forces over which people have littlaamcontrol.

Homer, in Greek mythology, personified fate as sig the web of destiny for men at their
birth. At the time of Hesiod, a threefold persoration is given in the Greek pantheon to reflect
the attributes of destiny.

Fate was personified in the three gods who weled#he daughters of necessitychesis the
most senior, represents the past which was redgerfeir apportioning the lots of lifeClothg,
who symbolizes the present, spins the thread @f éihdAtropus the inevitable future, who cuts
life.

In Greek mythology, therefore, both the providdrgigoersensible forces and necessity of nature
were strongly interwoven and man is encased inctiieveb of superior forces. All his efforts
notwithstanding, man cannot escape his lot. Angnat to alter his lot makes him guilty of
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pride and oftentimes brings upon him in full thelewalence of the offended power (Orangun
1998:4).

Destiny as fate or fatalism can also be undersioagneral as the view that the course of future
events cannot be altered through any means. Thamsnghat all our hopes, desires, intentions
and actions are powerless to make any differencause they form part of the inescapable or
inevitable sequence.

6.2.2 Destiny as Predestination

Destiny as “Predestinationipholds the idea that a divine force is behindrafigs. But there is a
problem here which is that we do not know the exténhe control of that divine force; we are
likely to believe that predestination does not offee possibility of freedom, chance and moral
responsibility because it quotes that a supremeglieas already predestined everything.

In the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary Englisthe term predestination is described as
“the belief that God has decided everything that happen, and that no human effort can
change things” (1978:857).

The concept has been differently explicated by ldggans and has fanned the flames of
controversy all along because it appears “etymobilyi unscriptural, theologically depraved
and philosophically not sufficiently distinctive'Madu 1992:124).Raphael Madu regards
predestination as “an absolute divine decree, aerimecision of divine wisdom and will,
whereby God resolves and determines what He (God$élf will bring to pass” (Ibid.).

6.2.3 Islam and Predestination

Destiny is described in Islam gqdir or gadar, which can also be interpreted as Divine decree
or a general law prevailing in the whole of thewamse. Also, it could be interpreted as meaning
that everything is subject to a law under a ciraenbed limitation, whileAllah (God) alone is
the control of all things.

The implication of the above is that everythingateel, human beings inclusive, is subject to
gadar, to a divine measure of all things, and to limitas imposed upon it by a higher
controlling power.

The absolute will or power of Allah is stressedhia Quranic passages that follow: “Allah is the

creator of all things, and of all things. He is theardian. His are the Keys of the heavens and
earth” (Q.39-63). “Allah is Sovereign in the heasemnd the earth. He pardons whom He wills

and punishes whom He pleases” (Q.48:14).

What follows from these verses of the Quran is thah is powerless in the face of the Supreme
Being (Allah); he (man) does not have absolute kadge or power. To this end, Mohammed
argues... All these attributes belong properly to Gaithh).

Therefore all human knowledge, human power and humid are all subject to limitations
which are placed upon man by the divine measyaddt). Thus, in view of the absolute will of
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Allah in human undertakings and the limitationstthee imposed on him, can we justifiably
praise, reward or punish man for action that avndly imposed?

The Jabarriyah the Islamic sect that championed the absoluteegmnof destiny, holds that
view thatAllah is the creator of man and deeds, be it g&dth{r) or evil (Shai. Man, the sect
argues, cannot take any action unless it is decteedcts as the divine will directs, he has not
the choice or will to change whallah has decreed. This is buttressed by the passagetifi®
Quran:

To Allah belongs all that the heavens and earthtaionWhether
you reveal your thoughts or hid them, Allah willing you to
account for them. He will forgive whom He will apadinish whom
He pleases. He has power over all things. (Q.2:284)

Contrary to the opinion of th#abarriyah however, another sect, the Mutazilites — alsoAmas
the free-willers — holds the view that man is tiheator of his own actions and has full control
over them. He has been endowed with discretiorhtbmse how to act. Therefore, Allah is wise
and just to whom no evil or wrong doing may beiladitied.

In the philosophical parlance, the issue of predason, like other theological mysteries, is not
adequately demonstrable. The debate concerningdd# of human destiny is between those
referred to as determinists and indeterminists.

The determinists believe that the future has noignaois possibilities since everything has been
fixed from eternity.

Indeterminism, on the other hand, denies this i@ed maintains that the world is not “one
unbending unit of fact” (Madu 1992:125). It cona=swparts of the world as having some loose
grips on one another to enhance possibilities.

In philosophical discourse, therefore, another néongredestination is determinism. However,
we should not confuse determinism with fatalisntaksm asserts that:

Every event has been preordained; that the causesents are
outside ourselves, that whatever occurs to us doeggardless of
what we do; that we cannot act, since events arergeour control,
that there are no alternatives, (and) that deltmerais illusory

(Abel 1976:243).

In other words, fatalism is a doctrine of resigoatio fate. It maintains that the future will be of
a certain kind in spite of what we do or we did dot The doctrine sees man as powerless to
change or alter the events which have been predeted by the Supreme Being, who lies
outside the causal chain of event.
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®  What is Determinism?

o Determinism is a philosophical thesis of univexsalsation that says: “for everything
that ever happens, there are conditions such tlah ghem, nothing else would
happen”.

According to Hospers, determinism “does not saytiwrethe cause is mental or physical, of
inorganic nature, or people or God” (Hospers 1988)3He adds that:

As far as determinism is concerned the cause campthing. It is
not even necessary that we ever know what the safsvents are...
every event has a cause of some kind whether wef@wed out what
it is or not (Ibid.).

Summary of Study Session 6

In Study Session 6, you have learnt that:

1. Destiny is defined as the mysterious power thatrd@nes the course of events. Destiny
is a certain kind of fraternity. It is the effeatiweality, that is, the history and the
judgment of the world.

2. The word “destiny” is coined from the Greek compoumord Proginoskoor Proriso,
which means “to foreordain”, “to foreknow”, “to apipt as the subject of future
privilege.”

3. If we accept this definition of seeing destiny atef then it shows that man is powerless
under the influence of fate because fate contradsyeevent and there is no opportunity
for man to exercise his initiative or freedom. Tdfere, destiny as fate shows clearly that
man is the subject of a superior force.

4. Destiny as “Predestinationipholds the idea that a divine force is behindtafigs. But
the problem with this conception is that we do kmdw the extent of the control of that
divine force; we are likely to believe that predstion does not offer the possibility of
freedom, chance and moral responsibility becauspidtes that a supreme being has
already predestined everything.

5. In the philosophical parlance, the issue of predason, like other theological mysteries,
is not adequately demonstrable. The debate comgethie idea of human destiny is
between those referred to as determinists andendetists.

6. The determinists believe that the future has noigmas possibilities since everything
has been fixed from eternity. Indeterminism, on ttleer hand, denies this idea and
maintains that the world is not one unbending ahfact.
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Self-Assessment Question (SAQ$or Study Session 6

Now that you have completed this study session,cayuassess how well you have achieved its
Learning outcomes by answering the following questi Write your answers in your study
Diary and discuss them with your Tutor at the regytly Support Meeting. You can check your
answers with the Notes on the Self-Assessmentiguestt the end of this Module.

SAQ 6.1 (Tests Learning Outcome 6.1)
1. Attempt a definition of destiny?
2. Attempt the analysis of the various senses oféha testiny.

SAQ 6.2 (Tests Learning Outcome 6.2)

1. Definitional Problem of Destiny as fate
2. Discuss the idea of destiny in Islam or Christianit
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Study Session 7: Conceptual Problem of Destiny imaAfrican
Culture

Introduction

The philosophical nature of the beliefs in destiny traditional African thought has for

sometimes now, been controversial. Several metadiymterpretations have been given by
various African philosophers on the nature and rtteaning of human destiny in traditional
African thought. Some of these interpretations hia@en in tune with fatalism, predestinations
and hard-determinism.

In this Study Sessionyou will be introduce to tbaaeptual problem of destiny in Yoruba, Igbo
and the Akan traditional thoughts

Learning Outcomes

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to:

7.1 Explain the conceptual problem of destiny.

7.2 Discuss the debate on the idea of destiny in Yopib@sophical thoughts
7.3  Explain the conceptual problem of destiny in IghdaA thoughts

7.1 Conceptual Problems of Destiny in African Cultue

Certain conceptual problems arise in the analyisiestiny. For example, when can we correctly
or rightly or reasonably commence to assess a psrgestiny? Is it at the beginning of the life
or at the middle or at the end or after the lifetldit person? These questions raise another
problem of the analysis of three approaches tardest

African philosophical discussions on the concegthiaman destiny have presented both the
greatest opportunities for individual speculationdathe greatest difficulties of correct
interpretation.

The metaphysical nature of the African Traditiorlief and human destiny has been
interpreted and argued by many scholars to be imday with the tenets of fatalism and hard
determinism. However, before unfolding the thrusth@ir argument, there is need to perhaps
state the idea of acquisition of destiny and itdapleysical relevance for human destiny in
African thought system

® What do you think is the problem surrounding thecept of destiny in African
philosophical discussions?
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o The problem surrounding the concept of destiny incAn philosophical discussions
has much to do with the metaphysical interpretatiamich will be reflective of,
consistent and coherent with the traditional befi¢iuman destiny

7.2 Destiny in the Yoruba

Destiny in the Yoruba philosophy of existence i®Wn aslpin-ori, “the head’s lot or portion”.
In the Yoruba understanding, the manner in whiah Iffin-ori (destiny) comes to man is
ambiguously conceived. In one-way marooseshis destiny, in another heceiveshis destiny
and yet in another way man’s destinyafixedto him.

According toOlusegun Oladipq the first conception is expressed by the YorubAkanleyan
“that which one kneeks down and chooses,” the skconception is known askunlegba “that
which one kneels down and receives,” the third eption oflpin-ori is known asdAyanmao “that
which is affixed on one” (1992:42).

Of the three conceptions of destiny, the first @ption, Akunleyan is the most widely held
because the concept of choice is woven arounduitBadipo says that none of the act by which
Ori is chosen presupposes the act of free choicepbedhe preferential system which is rule of
choice is absent (Ibid.).

The Yoruba believe that destiny by its very natisrggermanent and unalterable because it is
doubly sealed, first during the course of its comient byOlodumare and finally at the “gate”
by the Onibode “the gate keeper” of the gate between heaveneanith. Supporting the belief
that thelpin-ori is unalterable are several sayings among the ¥oroiee of which is expressed
by Bolaji Idowu thus:

Akunleyan ni adaiye ba
A kunle a yan ipin
A daye tan Oju nro nfldowu 1962:175).

That which is chosen kneeling is that
which is found on getting to the world
We knelt and chose a portion

We get to the world and are not pleased.

Generally speaking, the Yoruba believe that a personade up of three basic componeats;
the bodily frame which is visible and tangible, dmdwhich he interacts with the environment
and other menemi the life-giving element which is invisible andtangible; andori, “the
individuality element”.

Of these three elements, the most crucial to theiYabelief in destiny isri. It is believed that

it is whatori has been predestined to obtain that it brings @ovtbrld and carries through life
(Awolalu 1979:161).
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We may then ask: what @i? What it its significance such that the Yorubardd destiny as
ipin-ori? Literally,ori is the physical head, which houses the brain &swldesignates the seat of
intellect. The physical head, some writers on Yartradition say, is a visible representation or
symbol of another head, thwi-inu, “the inner head.” @Inu stands for the essence of the
person.

{
D

I

Figure 7.1: Yoruba Prayer for Ori-inu
Source: http://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/topic-essays/showsi&?=8

The Yoruba believe that it is thegi-inu that “rules, controls and guides the life acteatiof the

person” (Idowu 1962:170). Thusti-inu doubles as the “bearer of the person’s destinyedls

as the determinant of personalitydljadegesinl 998:155) Gbadegesinexplains further that:

Ori is, as it were the “case” in which individual degtare
wound up. Each... created being picks up his/her owoase”
without knowing what is stored there. But whateigestored
therein will determine the life course of the indival in this
world (lbid.).

The above excerpt suggests that once the matt@mpefson’s destiny is settled in his pre-natal
existence that is the end of it. The belief is tagerson’®ri can be good or bad. The fact of this
is embedded in some of their saying, such @&ri ire, “one who possesses good head,”
designates a person who is lucky and prosperou ®hori buruky “one who possesses a bad
head,” describes someone who is unfortunate anckmyl

According to Awolalu and Dopamu, the Yoruba conceive of abiris to be basically good
because they are derived fradlodumare(the Supreme Being). But that the situation of nman
the world, “how he leaves his life in relation ts lenvironment, and his general conduct, can
always produce a change in the condition ofdnis (Awolalu andDopamu 1979:159) Wande
Abimbola expresses this view thus:

Success or failure in life depends to a large éxdarthe type oOri which
individuals chose inlsalu orun (Spiritual world). Ori therefore is the
element which represents human destiny. The clafieegoodOri ensures
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that the individual concerned would live a sucodlsand prosperous life on
earth, while the choice of a b&ii condemns the individual concerned to a
life of failure(Abimbola 1976:113).

How many ways can a person choose destiny?

(1) A person may kneel down and choose his desting,is called A kun le yan (that
which is received kneeling). (2) He may kneel doawid receive his destiny — that is
called A kun le gba (that which is received kneglin(3) he may have his destiny affixed
on him — for this, Yoruba give the name Ayanmo {(thibich if affixed to one)

The assertion that the situation of man in the @yohlis relation to his environment, and his
general conduct can produce a change in the conditiori, introduces us to a new problem

which is the problem of the alterability of destiffjhe question at his juncture, therefore is: what
is the nature obri such that a change of it can alter human destiny?

According to some writers on Yoruba beliefj (the individuality element) is another entity
such as thara (the bodily structure which is visible and tangks)d Emi (the life-giving
element, which is invisible and intangible). Fostemce M.A. Makinde contends thabri is an
entity. He points out that:

Ori which performs a metaphysical function presumdebves the
body after death, and goes back to heaven wheveast originally
moulded, waiting to be used by souls at anothelecytreincarnation.
This means that, unlike the physical bo@yj does not perish on earth
(Makinde 1983:39).

In essence whatlakinde is saying is thaori, like theemi lives a separate existence of its own,
and, likeemi it also goes back t®@lodumareafter death. Therefore, fdlakinde, the initial
choice of a destiny by an individual befa@odumare*is the choice of an actual entitgri,
which can be good or ba{Dladipo 1992:39).

Makinde’s assertions so far imply thati has the same ontological status asetheéandara, the
other two elements believed to be the constituehtm individual. This belief is reinforced by
the fact that the Yoruba offer sacrifices to tineof departed ancestors.

However,Oladipo denies the fact thairi is an entity such as themi andara, arguing that to
conceive ofori as an actual entity, capable of independent exdstantroduces some theoretical
difficulties. One of such difficulties is the ques of what can be regarded as an adequate
representation or characterization of the natui@iofOladipo asserts:

If it (Ori) is an entity at all — it is either spiritual ohysical, given the
different ways it is conceived in Yoruba thouglititlis spiritual, then like
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Emi, its existence cannot be ascertained. And if gthgsical, then it should
be possible to perceive it. Yet this is not theegdisid.:40).

Another problem identified in the conceptsoof as an entity is the question of how its activities
can be related with the events that add up to tbgréphy of a person in the world. For the
Yoruba believe that a person has had his life hysteitten before he comes into the world.

In view of the difficulties exposed above, we areagreement witl®ladipo thatOri should not
be conceived as an entity, rather it should be @ord “as a series of events agreed to in a
covenant withOlodumare..” (Ibid.:41).

This implies also that destiny should not be peextias another entity, which some writers refer
to as “inner person” or “soul,” but “as a covenantagreement witfDlodumareas to what a
person intense to become in the world” (Ibid.).ddstiny is conceived as an agreement made by
a person’ri in the pre-natal existence, then, there is noadiffy in changing the agreement on
getting to the world.

This change in one’s destiny can be effected ifeiht ways. It could be altered by the
divinities, especiallyOrunmila the god of divination and wisdom, who is beliexedbe with
Olodumarewhen a person was choosing his destiny. By viofuas position, he knows what the
circumstances are and can, therefore, advise oh totdo, to rectify one’s destiny. Hence, the
propitiations offered to the divinities, “to prevefisaster and attract good fortune”

The Yoruba also believe that a person’s destinybmaaltered by the evil people of the world,
for example, witches, wizards, cultists and somegrful medicine-men. The modification of
destiny can come through a person’s charactes.telieved that people who are always rash or
impatient in action stand the risk of getting the#stiny, if it is a good one, changed to a bad
one.

Figure 7.2  Ori lle (House of the Head)
Source: http://www.pinterest.com/pin/530298924847110884/
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A "house of the head," ile ori, is designed to eamta person's inner spiritual essence and
identity. It protects, hides, and honors the imgoce of the head. The Yoruba believe the head is
the seat of one’s destiny and therefore, it is seagy to treat the head as a spiritual entity.

Because of the importance of one’s destiny, anviddal invests in the largest and most
elaborate ibori and ile ori possible within hishar financial means. The Yoruba make offerings
to one’s inner head to ensure a long and full life.

7.3 Destiny in Igbo and Akan Thoughts

Here, it is important to look at the idea of degtim other traditional African cultures, especially
in Igbo and Akan thought. The reason for this et testiny is a common feature in the idea of
personhood across all cultures in Africa.

The belief is that a man’s destiny whether chosdontarily or imposed, is a pre-determinant of
what the person will be in life (Oyeshile 2002:106ur purpose is to show the meeting points
and variations, if there are any, in their ideale$tiny as West African people, not to show that
one conception is better than the other.

Igbo and Akan culture, believe in the inner headvbat is called the personality soul, which
emanates from the Supreme Being cal@tlkwuand Onyamerespectively. The personality

soul or inner head is usually held with the resgality of human destiny, it accounts for human
destiny.

The okra (soul)
is the very
essence of God
in human beings

and all
Ifuing tl’]iﬂgﬁ

Figure 7.3: Akan Belief .
Source: http://ancestralvoices.tumblr.com/page/5

The Igbo call itChi or Uwa, the Akans call itOkra, and theOkra is the sole transmitter of
Nkrabea (destiny) of the individual (ibid). At tHisncture, it is important to look at the variation
of these cultures on the issue of destiny and gteggion. According t@yeshile these cultures
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vary on the degree of rigidity in predestinatiord atestiny. He explains that “the Yoruba and
Igbo have a flexible notion of predestination, \eftihe Akan have a very rigid notiofibid.).

It must be pointed out that the Akan conceptiordedtiny is different from the Yoruba in the
sense that it is not the individual who chooseslttisut the Supreme Bein@yamé who
confers or imposes destiny on the individual. Hesvethe destiny that is imposed &ynyame
is always good, but unchanginglfadegesin1998:155).

The question, however, is this: if the Supreme Beémposes destiny, if destiny is always good
and unchanging, how do we account for the evil amckedness that exist in the human
societies, especially, those perpetrated by mam main?

B Explain why the Akan’s conception of destiny isfeiiént to that of the Igho and Yoruba?
o Akan conception of destiny is different from therMba and Igbo in the sense that it is
not the individual who chooses his lot but the $upe Being @nyame who confers or

imposes destiny on the individual.

Summary of Study Session 7
In Study Session 7, you have learnt that:

1. From the above, we can perceive that the Yorubaemion of destiny is not a fatalistic
one. Fatalism contradicts the Yoruba belief thpeeson’s destiny can be changed, and it
(fatalism) contradicts the belief in moral respbiigi too.

2. From our analysis so far, it can be gleaned thatvanage Yoruba (or African) man is not
a fatalist who believes that “what will be, will'béNeither does he resign to fate on his
inability to prevent the course of unpalatable ¢ésewhich has been allotted to him by a
power, which lies outside the causal chain of event

3. The Yoruba embrace a pragmatic approach in theictien to different situations or
circumstances in life.

4. Igbo and Akan culture, believe in the inner headvbat is called the personality soul,
which emanates from the Supreme Being caladkwuandOnyamerespectively.

5. Akan conception of destiny is different from therMba in the sense that it is not the

individual who chooses his lot but the Supreme Bé®nyame who confers or imposes
destiny on the individual
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Self-Assessment Question (SAQ$or Study Session 7

Now that you have completed this study session,cauassess how well you have achieved its
Learning outcomes by answering the following questi Write your answers in your study
Diary and discuss them with your Tutor at the retxtly Support Meeting. You can check your
answers with the Notes on the Self-Assessmentiguestt the end of this Module.

SAQ 7.1 (Tests Learning Outcome 7.1)
1. Explain the idea that destiny is unalterable.
2. Explain the idea that destiny is alterable

SAQ 7.2 (Tests Learning Outcome 7.2)

Explain the concepts of destiny in Yoruba tradigibthought
SAQ 7.3 (Tests Learning Outcome 7.3)
1. Describe the concepts of destiny in Igbo and Akaditional thoughts
2. In what sense is the Yoruba conception of destifigrént from that of the Akan?
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Study Session 8Analysis of God in Traditional African Thought

Introduction

In this Study Session, we shall examine the ide@ad in traditional African thought and the
controversy surrounding the status of God in Aficaligion. Specifically, we shall look at the
positions of those who argue that the African ide&od is polytheistic and those who are of the
opinion that African concept of God rightly fitsettmodel of Judeo-Christian monotheism.

Learning Outcomes for Study Session 8

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to:
8.1Explain the status of God in traditional Africarotight.
8.2Differentiate between “monotheism” and “polytheism”

8.1 The Status of God in Traditional African Though.

The question on the issue of the nature of Godirat &ppears straightforward and non-
problematic across lands. However, when examineck riosely we discover a lot of problems
and arguments. The discourse on God in Africanttaal though is different from that of the
Western thought.

The westerners concentrate on arguments for tteteexie of God, for example, Ontology, but
Africans are not interested in that. Rather Afrgarne interested in problems about

The remoteness and immanence of God

The moral attributes of God

The problem of supernaturalism

Problems about the name and worship of God

YV VY

With the coming of the colonialists and Christiarssionaries there was the idea that God in
Africa was aDeo-Remotu®r Deo-AbsconditugA God that has absconded). These were the
ideas prevailing at that time. However, a probleosa about how to show that God is not really
the way the colonialists are saying.

The reason for saying that God waBe@o-Remotuss because there was no specific place and
mode of worship ascribed to God. Also there watethpra of deities who seem to compete for
the status of God. Hence, it was believed that @Giddhot stand a chance in the African world
and was not given due recognition.

To solve this problem the question of supernatsmalarose which is all about establishing a
proper link between God and other beings in theerse.

1. The first approach to dealing with the problem afdGs to say that the people of Africa are close
to God simply because they use his nhame in theepsoaf referring to things and people.
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2. The second way of dealing with the problem is tp theat despite the different African cultural
perspectives about God there was a common unddisgpas to what God really meant.

Therefore, even if Africans link God to mountaitars hills, forest, seas, for instance, they ownlyght to
provide an idea of Supreme Being. But then theegoapblems again because the different conceptibns
God in Africa have led to the question of whethadigion as practiced in traditional African cultare/as
essentially monotheistic, or polytheistic or evantbeistic.

In other words, there was a problem of definingttipe of religion or worship of God existing in Adan
cultures. To deal with this problem, scholars pemubthe theory of Ontological hierarchy of beings
which sought to achieve the following goals:

» To establish the true position of God in the schehé¢hings or order of creation or cosmic
arrangement

To show God'’s relationship with the numerous deitielesser gods

To show God's relationship with human beings

To implicitly justify the existence of various rils and modes of worship ascribed to different
religious entities or supernatural beings

Y VYV

In spite of the good point of the hierarchy of lgsiras an explanation for the nature of God and
his relationship with other beings, certain isssids arise concerning the type of religion under
study. In other words, how does the hierarchy ahdee adequately explain the problem of
monotheism, polytheism or even pantheism?

There is another issue about cosmogony which aatisthe explanation of the origin of things
in the universe. It seems that there are many cgsmes; hence it is difficult to tell us which
one is supreme to or more authentic than the athers

Activity 8.1

Do you agree with the Christian missionaries anthrapologists that God in Africa is far from the
people? Discuss your reason for your answer.

Allowed Time: 1hour

If we admit that there are different cosmogoniescviare sometimes different and contradictory
then the question is which one(s) are we to acasphe authentic explanation because every
cosmogony claims to be original or given by God?

Finally we are worried about the fact that God ifridan explanation is concerned with the
immediate activities of His devotees while God thes religions (e.g. Islam and Christianity) is
concerned with the transcendental world and thesralf the devotees in that transcendental
world.

In view of all the above problems, the questiofl persists: Can any conception of God and

religion legitimately claim that its doctrine isetlonly approach or true? What are we to do about
the relativity that has taken over the very disseusn God and other things in the universe?
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The If4 corpus, for instance, often makes references @ontimerous Yoruba gods called the
Irinmalé or theOrisa. In Oglinda Méji the names of such divinities @Unmila Sango Oya,
Oosanlaa ElégbaraaandOgunare mentioned (Abimbolal968:97 — 101). But theber is far
greater than this. Akinbowale Akintola explainstifiar that:

According to Ifa tradition, there are four hundradd one (401) divinities in the Yoruba
pantheon. Two hundred and one (201) of these assitied as higher (or benevolent), while the
other two hundred (200) are lower (malevolent) miies (Akintola 1999: 52 — 53).

==

Figure8.1: I1f-é'éorpus
Source: SchulPortals Inc. ©

The above seems to indicate that there was a péetifaleities vying for the status of God and
may lead an observer to see the Yoruba as es$emidytheists. Besides, the colonialists and
Christian missionaries brought with them such egtghasDeus remotuysDeus absconditut
indicate that God in traditional Africa had no macf worship or “the idea of his nonactive
involvement in the affairs of the world..(Ukpong 1983:188)

8.2 Monotheism and Polytheism

Africans have been found to link God to mountai@r,shills, seas, and so on; some people
believe that there are different conceptions of God\frica. This has led to the question of
whether religion as practised in traditional Africaultures was essentially monotheistic or
polytheistic.

Box 8.1 Definition of Monotheistic
Monotheistic can be defined as belief in the existeof one god or in the oneness of God. It|can
also be said to be the belief in one personal enstendent God.

In other words, there was a problem of definingtifpe of religion or worship of Goelxisting
in traditional Africa (Parrrinder 1970:81 — 83).0 Teal with this problem, some scholars have
proposed the theory of Ontological Hierarchy ofnigsiwhich sought to
® Establish the true position of God in the scheméhofgs or order of creation or cosmic
arrangement;
(i) Show God's relationship with the numerous deitielesser gods;
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(i) Show God's relationship with human beings;
(iv) Justify the various rituals and modes of worshipriaed to different religious entities or
supernatural beings.

In spite of the good point of the hierarchy of lgsiras an explanation of the nature of God and
his relationship with other beings, the question vdiether African religious practice is
monotheistic or polytheistic still arises.

Box 8.2 Definition of Polytheism
Polytheism can be defined as the worship of orebali multiple deities usually assembled intp a
pantheon of gods and goddesses, along with theirreligions and rituals.

Here, it must be stated that an assiduous studfoniba religion will reveal “that monotheism
has been attenuated through the many divinitiesselonlts form the objective phenomena of
the religion” (Ildowu 1962:204)But this does not suggest that the term “polythéismst
describes the religion.

In the light of the foregoing, Bolaji Idowu offethe term “Diffused Monotheism” which “has
the advantage of showing that the religion is mbersim, though it is a monotheism in which
the good Deity delegates certain portions of Hithauity to certain divine functionaries who
work as they are commissioned by Him” (Ibid.).

Another different perspective that supports Idowokservations is offered by Benjamin Ray.
According to Ray:

Like a Yoruba ruler, or oba, Olodumare reigns so@en the distant sky and rules the world
through his intermediaries, tlogishathe sky-dwelling Olodumare is transcendent, athiamg,
and all-powerful.

Flgure8.2. (“)-6:31-
Source: SchulPortals Inc. ©

Unlike the orisha he has no temples or priests, and no sacrificesffering made to him
because his will cannot be influenced or changext. Modumare may be invoked by anyone,
anywhere, at any time and let him know their ng&ds/ 1976:26).

Thus, it is mistaken to describe traditional Afnceeligion as polytheism. In polytheism, the
important thing to note is the relationship thatsesxamong the gods in the pantheon. Here, it is
instructive to consider the religious belief of thgyptians, Babylonians and Greeks which are
good examples of classical polytheism.
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In classical polytheism, the gods in the pantheslony to one divine family, while their various
associations and functions are explained in mykhe. gods in the pantheon are all independent
of one another; however, a few gods or one god emagrge as superior to or regarded as the
chief among all the others (as we have it in theeaaf the Egyptian Ra, Greek Zeus and Hindu
Shiva). But the superior god was never regarddgtieasreator of the other gods.

In African traditional religion, God, or the SuprerBeing, is outside the pantheon of gods. He is
the eternal Creator of all the other gods, and &fi @nd the universe. This makes Him absolutely
unique, and He is differentiated from the othergodhaving a special name. Each of the other
divinities has a generic name in addition to hisc#fjic name.

The role played by these divinities has made someee African traditional religion as
polytheistic. Africans worship one God through éiint means which shows that the various
deities are only an avenue to reach the almightd.Qde idea or concept of God among
Africans is in the kind of names they give to thehildren. Thus, polytheism, pantheism, deism,
agnosticism, and atheism are all new export intacAf
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Summary of Study Session 8

In study session 8, you have learnt that:

(1) The discourse on God in African traditional thoughdifferent from that of the Western thought.
The westerners concentrate on arguments for thsteexie of God, for example, Ontology, but
Africans are not interested in that.

(2) With the coming of the colonialists and Christiaissionaries there was the idea that God in
Africa was aDeo-Remotusr Deo-AbsconditugA God that has absconded).

(3) It is mistaken to describe traditional African gidin as polytheism. In polytheism, the important
thing to note is the relationship that exists amibreggods in the pantheon.

(4) In classical polytheism, the gods in the panthegloriy to one divine family, while their various
associations and functions are explained in myths. gods in the pantheon are all independent
of one another.

(5) In African traditional religion, God, or the SuprerBeing, is outside the pantheon of gods. He is
the eternal Creator of all the other gods, and efi eind the universe. This makes Him absolutely
unique, and He is differentiated from the othergjimdhaving a special name.

Self-Assessment Questions (SAQS) For Study SessBon

Now that you have completed this study session,cauassess how well you have achieved its
Learning outcomes by answering the following questi Write your answers in your study
Diary and discuss them with your Tutor at the rextly Support Meeting. You can check your
answers with the Notes on the Self-Assessmentiguestt the end of this Module.

SAQ 8.1 (Testing Learning outcomes 8.1)
8.1Explain the status of God in traditional Africarotight.
b) Discuss two approaches we can employ to dehltivét problem of God.

SAQ 8.2 (Testing Learning outcomes 8.2)

8.2Differentiate between “monotheism” and “polytheism”
b) Give one reason why the Christian missionanesanthropologists argued that God in Africa was
aDeo-Remotus
c) Explain why African religious belief is bestsdeibed as “Diffused Monotheism”, despite the
many gods that are worshipped in traditional Africa
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Study Session QWitchcraft Phenomenon in African Thought

Introduction

In this study session, we shall look at the conaaptwitchcraft and show why it is of
philosophical significance. This lecture will avaik the opportunity to distinguish between
“witchcraft” and “magic” or “sorcery”. We shall erane, on the one hand, the claim that
witchcraft phenomenon is archetype of primitiveuglot which should be jettisoned and, on the
other, the claim in support of the existence othass.

Learning Outcomes for Study Session 9

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to:
9.1Define witchcraft
9.2 Explain that the idea of witchcraft is not uwrety African.

9.1: Concept of Witchcratft

The concept of “witchcraft” elicits some of the wbrstereotypical and extremely negative
images in most people's minds. When applied tocAfand Africans, the term automatically
evokes and reinforces images of "ignorance," "baokiness," "dark continent,” "primitive,"
"uncivilized," "superstitious," "undeveloped" (Temh993:1).

Box 9.1 Definition of Witchcraft
Witchcraft (also called witchery or spell craft)nche defined as the use of magical faculties,
most commonly for religious, divinatory or medidinaurposes. This may take many forms
depending on cultural context.

This means that the concept of "witchcraft”, whpplied to Africa, vastly distorts the indigenous
meaning, roles, their related ideas and custonratipes. Indeed, the term has been hijacked and
totally misused and abused as applied to Africastemology.

This attitude informs the application of witchcraft Africa to enunciate that Africans are
savages and induce feelings of a pre-logical méntatore so that science, an essential attribute
of a developed mentality, is alleged to have eluthedl African continent where witchcraft
endures. As a matter of fact, a discussion of wrttfti to most Westerners “seem arcane, archaic, or
even comic” (Brain 1982:371).
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Figure9.1: Witchcraft
Source: http://www.fanpop.com/clubs/fanpop-chaos-witchcraft
edition/images/7489753/title/dark-regi-pyrokinetasart

The idea of witchcraft is, however, not uniquelyridén; it is a feature of several traditions.
According to E.G Parrinder, it is the archetypegomitive thought. Parrinder explains further
that:

It seems curious that people so widely separatedistance and culture should share certain
strange yet fundamental beliefs. Of course, soméhese concepts are worldwide, perhaps,
"archetypes of primitive thought.

Figur9.2: Mizenge S. Tembo
Source: http://www.hungerforculture.com/?p=1195

Yet the clearest and most frequent manifestatiohsvibchcraft beliefs seem to have
occurred in Europe and in Africa (Parrinder 1958:.14

On his part, Mwizenge S. Tembo defines witchcrsift a

Box 9.2 Mwizenge S. Tembo’s Definition of Witchcraf

Mwizenge S. Tembo defines Witchcraft as an actnmtance of employing sorcery especially
with malevolent intent, a magical rite oeclinique; the exercise of supernatural pqwers
alleged intercourse with the devil (Tembo 1993:4).
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It is common knowledge that most people often ceafwitchcraft with magic or sorcery. In

an attempt to distinguish witchcraft from magic smrcery, T.O Beidelman (1971: 131 —
132) describes magic as “the manipulation of pessamd things through the use of objects,
words and acts thought to give one access to sapeah powers for either good or evil

purposes”.

He describes sorcery as “the supernatural poweratse another person or that person’s
possessions harm through the use of various sulestasr acts.” Beidelman adds that “the
efficacy of sorcery depends upon the nature ofattte performed rather than upon the moral
character of the practitioner”. He goes on to ptevus with what he believes to be the
standard definition of witchcratft.

According to him, witchcraft is “the power to exestipernatural harm upon another
person or his possessions that power depending irfmrent evil qualities in the evil
person (witch) himself/herself” (Ibid.).

The general definition of witchcraft provided by Nhenge, Beidelman and others which
fail to place witchcraft in its linguistic and cutlal context has been faulted. Several
African scholars, including Barry Hallen and J.@d#o, prefer that witchcraft be defined
in African context (Hallen and Sodipo 1986:96).

Hallen and Sodipo point out African witchcraft slhdie divorced both in its definitional
and explanatory senses from witch practices inWrest. These scholars caution against
understanding African witchcraft with Western lesis€hus, they contend that:

There is no reason to assume, that witchcraft incafis the same as
was witchcraft in Europe, any more than there waason to assume that
the English-language concept 'witchcraft' may sela& an accurate

translation of its supposed African-language eqlewés.

Whatever is translated as being 'witchcraft' iniédr(or even in one place
in ' Africa) may well be a very different thing fnowhatever it is
elsewhere in the world and history (Ibid.).

Hallen and Sodipo, therefore, denounce the tenaditige views which hold that witchcraft in

Africa today can be used to understand and to exptaat witchcraft in the West once was,
and that witchcraft in Africa today closely reseetlwhat witchcraft in the West once was.
They write:

...there would appear to be some inconsistency in tamimg that
one does not understand one phenomenon (Westeohariaft), and at
the same time maintaining that that phenomenonffisctevely the
same as another phenomenon (African witchcraft) noate can
understand (Ibid.)
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The assumptions of Hallen and Sodipo certainly geeecertain problems. For instance, the
task for these two scholars include the chore entifying and conceptualizing what is African
in witchcraft, and how can it be used to definescdss, and redirect westernized conceptions
of African witchcraft to suit the African-context.

However, it is evident that neither Hallen nor Suaitook cognizance of this challenge.
Emeka Esogbue, in his ess@jitchcraft: Reality or Beliéf, seems to have a response to this
challenge. According to him:

No amount of "use of grammar" can define witchceaftit truly exists in Africa.
Even then, one can throw away the definition presedy Wikipedia, the free
encyclopedia as being "the use of supernatural oagioal powers"
Wikipedia further defines it as the use of such grgwn order to inflict harm
or damage upon members of a community or their prog.

This is indeed a good definition of witchcraft lutthe African society, if goes
beyond this by far. It must be stated that onlyhaldgists and historians are
expected to see witchcraft as an ideology for eérplg misfortune particularly
whites (Esogbue: http//www.articlesbase.com/cultiieles/witchcraft-reality-
belief-2441928.html, May 2011).

9.2: Features That Distinguishes African Witchcraftfrom European Witch
Practices

E.G Parrinder seems to have identified those featdhat distinguish African witchcraft
from European witch practices when he writes thatitleas of a god of the witches, a devil,
a witchcraft cult, a black mass or sacrament, whaigpear in records of European witchcraft,
are not found in Africa.

Some scholars have observed that African witchgsafiot a cult with a high priest. It is not a
cult with a horned god, and is regarded by Africangeneral as an anti-social and invisible
activity, opposed to both religion and priesthood.

Although witchcraft might be explained using a parar context — say, African

witchcraft, European witchcraft — the interpretatiof witchcraft requires certain general
applicable features from which it is often consttuln this light, contextualizing witchcraft

on societal lines becomes unnecessary.

According to Munyaradzi Mawere, witchcraft is egdilentified with supernatural powers,
magic, and could be used to do both good and hHerexplains further that:
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...Both apply supernatural powers, involve the usehafrm or magic, are
connected to the cosmological world and most ingadly can be employed
to do both good and harm depending on the motivatibthe individual

involved (healers or witch) (Mawere 2011:91).

Margaret Field identifies some salient features wofchcraft. According to her, “the
distinguishing feature of killing or harm by witaladt is that it is wrought by silent,
invisible, projection of influence from the witcfihus, witches are believed to act at any
distance” (Field 1960:36 — 37).

It is clear from the above that witchcraft is usyakgarded as a peculiar power by virtue of
which some people perform actions which the ordinawan cannot perform. The most
unigue and mysterious characteristic of this poves,Sophie Oluwoleuts it, is “the
claimed ability of the witch to affect her victimer perform actions, without any physical,
contact and using no medicine” (Oluwole 1978:20).

In other words, witchcraft does not involve physigetivities. As a practice which comprises

"metaphysical" engagements, several scholars hawviedl the existence of witchcraft. To these
scholars, witchcratft, if it has to be accepted, nalmndon its metaphysical connotations, and
must pass through verification.

The assumption which propels this crop of schdladecline the meaningfulness of witchcraft
is the argument that since witchcraft is not ondinavitchery research cannot be ordinary.
Sophie Oluwole expounds this view when she contérats

Authors who deny the existence of witchcraft clémat witchcraft neither
designates something tangible or observable nosdbeefer to something
that has an independent existence either in theese being of actual or
true, hence they label it an illusiipid.).

It has also been argued that, since witchcraftoisandinary, then ordinary men are not under
obligation to believe that witchcraft exists. Instihegard, E.O. Eyo (1967) claims that:

I, myself, do not believe that man or woman istatwin the supernatural sense
except insofar as he or she is practically a sodaviant or unpleasing
person within the community that believes in witchewhat is correct is
that it does not exist, not in reality but onlythre minds of some people.
Witchcraft exists in fantasy in the minds of méyn&tk people.

It is essential to contextualize the allegationmfschism” stressed above. As a response to this

task, S.F. Nadel (1954), in his badkpeReligion,seems to have a meaningful suggestion when he
writes that:

That witches meet at night in the open, that thel ltouncil, go out on
their errands and later share in a communal medllttas is part of Nupe
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belief. But no one believes that the witches dagthin the flesh, that is, with
their whole and real body.

It is only their fifingi (soul) which go on theséghtly excursions, their
bodies, like those of their victims, remaining aplen their homes. Thus,
ultimately, it is a shadow which feed on shadows.

Margaret Field also underscores the allegationpysthism" when she corroborates Nadel's
view by saying of the Ga people that:

Not only is the eating at these feasts not a phalseating, but the
gathering is not a physical gathering. The witckla (spirit) — which
maintains breathing and physical life — remainshwliter mortal body on
her bed and to ordinary eyes, she is in a normegg) bat her “susuma”
(personality) has gone to the meeting (Field 1960):1

It is important to note that anybody who calls Wwiraft as illusion seems to say that since it does
not cohere with a body of known facts, it itselhoat be said to be a fact.

-

b

Figure9.3: Margaret Field
Source: http://www.conservatoire.bcu.ac.uk/profiles/margdied

The point we are making here is that those whasommce as a paradigm for rationality are of the
opinion that the defenders of the existence of &ni witchcraft cannot adequately justify
that a particular event A is responsible for aipaldr event B, yet at the metaphysical level.

Put differently, this crop of scholars denies tlaisal theory of witchcraft which explains,

contextually, that event “A” produces event “B”. &hseem to employ David Hume's argument
against the existence of scientific facts derivesnf causal relations. According to Hume, it is
observed in scientific practice and in ordinarg lthat things continue to endure even when
they are not being observedmperceived.
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Figure9.4: David Hume
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Hume

But Hume argues that the senses are liable to atiiled to a single perception at a time. As
Hume puts it, it will be erroneous to assume thatnethose things which are not being
perceived continue to endure; hence, it is conbéstdoo, if what scientists refer to as causal
facts exist.

This line of reasoning, which seems to deny thesterice of witches in Africa, has been
faulted by members of the Traditionalist orientatidn what seems like a rejoinder to the
claims of the scholars with the modernist orieotiJ.S. Mbiti and Bolaji ldowu, among
others, contend that witchcraft in Africa is relal.the words of Bolaji Idowu:

Do witches exist? | will assert categorically thihére are witches in Africa;
that are as real as murderers, poisoners, and otbategories of evil
workers, overt or surreptitious. This, and not oirhagination, is the basis
of the strong belief in witchcraft (Idowu 1970:9).

From Idowu's assertion about the existence of widh Africa, it is quite evident that the type
of reality he is referring to is objective, likeet practical efficacy of a power possessed and
used by humans beings just as poisoners effectivgtymedicine to Kill.

In other to explicate this view, Idowu avers furthibat “there is no doubt that there are
persons of very strong character who can exude fgexisonality and make it affect other
persons. Witches and witchcraft are sufficienthalras to cause untold sufferings and
innumerable death” (Ibid: 88). In a similar mannkf Mbiti maintains that:

Every African who has grown up in the traditionalve@onment will, no
doubt, know something about this mystical power cwhioften is

experienced, or manifests itself, in the form ofgima divination,

witchcraft and mysterious phenomena that seem g edeen immediate
scientific explanation (Mbiti 1969:194).
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The above extract from Mbiti seems to ignore thguament raised by those who argue
that the belief in witchcraft does not derive froits practical existence, but the
acculturation of witchcraft.

Figure9.5: John S. Mbiti
Source: http://www.dacb.org/stories/kenya/mbiti_john.html

Put differently, those who are of the modernistspasion are of the view that the belief in
witchcraft as a causal force is part of Africansisaver to the general problem of why
certain things occur. The African acculturate thislief and grows with it right from
childhood. Thus, for the modernists, witchcraft net real; rather, it is a matter of
acculturation.

D.E. Idoniboye, however, holds a different view.caeding to him, the phenomenon of
witchcraft is not acculturated. Rather, it exists practical reality. For him, witchcraft,
essentially in Africa, is not a myth, nor do hokl@f the belief that witchcraft exists speaks
metaphorically when they talk of it. He writes:

The point | want to stress here is that when Aficéalk of spirits in the
sense | have been discussing, they are not speaking
metaphorically nor are they propounding a myth.oNgs are as real as
tables and chairs, peoples and places (Idoniboy&31%B).

Considering the argument raised by the modernistsr dhe non-scientific nature of
witchcraft, the traditionalists argue that it istnostifiable to hold that only that which our
experience can easily grasp exists. Put differemityhing in our experience has revealed to
us that only that which is scientifically verifiabkxists.

In this way, the traditionalists maintain that theonsent to the occurrence of mysteries
confirms that the mysterious is that which is natt yunderstood, buhot what is
unknowable. In fact, to deny the existence of watelfft is to deny the existence of several
other societies (for example, occults, among ojhetsch are known to exist all over the
world. Emeka Esogbue argues the case for the existef witches more elaborately that:

To say that witchcraft is a belief that does noplyntruth, validity or
reality of what is believed in is like attributirgame to the various secret
societies that are known to exist all over the wdryecause witchcraft in
the African society is nothing but a society whadherents gather after
secret initiations have taken place.
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Anybody who has been privileged to listen to a lwitcho willingly
confessed to evil and iniquitous acts brought oyoae will not share in the
beliefs of those who see witchcraft as mere beliefs

Many of our learned persons in our today's societg in the occult
world and they have better understanding of “Afriqgaowers”. There are
powers. Powers exist in Africa and beyond, whetgjoad or evil.

Thus, those who have felt the practical powers ofchweraft would not doubt the
existence of witchcraft as a practical causal foEesogbue writes:

What those people calling for a science of witcHtrdail to
understand is that their assumptions fail to coesithe obvious fact
that in the spiritual world everything remains alan until it comes to
pass. In fact, it does not require formal educattorunderstand spiritual
things. He who feels it knows it.

We are aware that it simply takes belief to staythie spiritual world
whether in Christianity, Islam, Confucianism, Afarc traditional
religion, Hinduism, etc; without belief religionself is useless. Shall we
then assume that religious practices are a wastdiok because the
objects of divinity are not seen?

Are the Christian and Islamic God mythical and fagkin validity?

It must be stated at this juncture that witchcraftelevant to African value system. It has
been argued by some people that the phenomenobecased to entrench moral relations.
This position derives from the conviction that atpaular person, who is ill, would relate

his illness to another person because he did &pé&at thing to such a person which is bad.

Consequently, in order to protect oneself from h&nom others via witch practices, one must
behave well as a member of the society.

Summary of Study Session 9

In study session 9, you have learnt that:

(1) The idea of witchcraft is not uniquely African;ista feature of several traditions.

(2) The interpretation of witchcraft requires certaiengral applicable features from
which it is often construed.

(3) Nothing in our experience has revealed to us thay @hat which is scientifically
verifiable exists.
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Self-Assessment Questions (SAQS) For Study Session9

Now that you have completed this study session,cauassess how well you have achieved its
Learning outcomes by answering the following questi Write your answers in your study
Diary and discuss them with your Tutor at the retxtly Support Meeting. You can check your
answers with the Notes on the Self-Assessmentiguestt the end of this Module.

SAQ 9.1 (Testing Learning outcomes 9.1)
9.1Define witchcraft
b) Distinguish between witchcraft and sorcery

SAQ 9.2 (Testing Learning outcomes 9.2)
9.2 Explain that the idea of witchcraft is not urety African

b) Does it make sense to jettison religious prastifor example, in Islam and Christianity)
because the objects of divinity are not visible?
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