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Abstract
Reincarnation has received substantial treatmentAfrican philosophy. The
dominant view of African scholars and researcherthe subject is that it is a belief
that prevails in African culture. The task of thisppr is to revisit Innocent
Onyewuenyi’'s “philosophical reappraisal” of this riskn belief. Onyewuenyi’s
position is that the African communion with ancestand their influence on their
living descendant’s has been incorrectly labeledinttarnation” by Western
anthropologists. But whereas Onyewuenyi portrays gihoblem as being one of
semanticsl shall in this paper argue that the challengexpiaining African cultural
phenomenon is one dfermeneuticsThe question is a question of hermeneutics,
because its focus is not on whether ancestors aet@pimysical entities, but rather on
what they mean within African existence. The paper adopts the eosational
method of African philosophy endorsed by the Cosatonal School of Philosophy.
It aims to show how conversationalism as a proeediirphilosophical discourse
plays out within the context of its specific canoirs the final analysis the paper
promotes the thesis that there is not a beliefeincarnation in African culture
strictly speaking, but a belief in thegeneration of life For the African, life is not
cyclical, it is rather eternal.
Keywords: Innocent Onyewuenyi, reincarnation, conversatisngl hermeneutics,
African metaphysics, living-dead, regenerationifef |

Introduction

The approach of this paper is conversational. Tealpjcit is possible for

philosophers to adopt several styles or procedarasspecific work. In this present
effort | am going to engage Innocent Onyewuenyi an “Conversation”.

Conversational thinking is the new approach togsaphical inquiry articulated by
Jonathan O. Chimakonam. In inaugurating the coatiersal school of African

Philosophy and its method of conversationalismnp@iionam explains thus:

To converse or hold a conversation literally meansave an informal exchange
of ideas or information. Here, we employ the termaislightly more technical
sense. Philosophical conversation for us is notezeninformal exchange of
ideas or a simple informal dialogue between twerinotutors; it is rather a
strictly formal intellectual exercise propelled Iphilosophical reasoning in
which critical and rigorous questioning creativatyeils new concepts from old
ones. (CHIMAKONAM 2015, 19)
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Furthermore he clarifies that.

By conversational philosophy we mean that type lafogophical engagement
between individual thinkers with one another, ommdmenological issues of
concern, or on one another’s thoughts where theugine unfolded from
concepts or from concepts of concepts. Conversatiphilosophy is therefore
more than a dialogue; it is an encounter betweepgrents and opponents, or a
proponent and an opponent engaged in contestaimhprotestations of ideas
and thoughts. (CHIMAKONAM 201% 20)

It must be noted that in characterizing conversatism, not all philosophic
engagements qualify as conversational thinking. Adigcourse in African
philosophy or African studies can only be said o dn essay in conversational
thinking if it is guided by the canons of conveisaal philosophy. It is a rule-
guided encounter between proponents (Nwa-nsa) ppdnents (Nwa-nju), engaged
in protestations and contestations of thoughts ilmce and in space
(CHIMAKONAM 2015b). In the present context | represent the Nwa-ngaged in
conversation with Innocent Onyewuenyi, the Nwa-risaeed not be gainsaid that
the greatest compliment one can pay a philosopiataay scholar for that matter is
to criticize his work. It is my hope that Nwa-nsamdcent Onyewuenyi will join the
fray in further extending the conversations on ittea of reincarnation in African
philosophy. Indeed, it was Nwa-nsa who first re¢eebshis conversation, because in
concluding the work, which is the subject of owsadiurse, Onyewuenyi submits as
follows:

Instead of saying that a newborn child is a ‘reinage” of an ancestor, we
should rather say that he is the “vital influenoethe “life-share” or “personal
ray”, or “living-perpetuation” of the ancestor. tese suggested terminologies
seem inadequate to the reader, | invite him to esiggn alternative, so that with
the benefit of his collaboration, we can approadreamearly to perfection and
exactitude. (1996, 44)

Onyewuenyi’'s article entitled “African Belief in Rearnation: A Philosophical
Reappraisal” first appeared in theternational Philosophical Quarterlyl.P.Q)
volume 22, 1982. Its republished version appeard®96 and presents the discourse
in thirteen sub-sections, in forty-five pages. ar purposes, | shall apply my

1 ) . . . . .
The canons of conversationalism as articulated hiyn@konam (2015) are eight and interconnected. They

include: critical conversation, transformative meliization, noetic africanization, moderate dedaktion,

constructive modernization, non-veneration of arities, checking perverse dialogue and theoretic

gghterrogation. Part of the aim of this work is te® how conversationalism as a procedure playsvithin the

context of these canons.
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preferred styles in the interrogation of Onyewu&ngioughts in each of the thirteen
sub-sections.

The Preface: The Motivation and Justification of Onywuenyi’'s Effort
Onyewuenyi’'s article was apparently ground-breakimigen it appeared in the
United States in 1982. According to the author mafiycan scholars/researchers
studying in Europe or America at the time based {hi@jects and researches on this
paper (1996, x). But because many African Univiesitand Libraries do not
subscribe to the I.P.Q, scholars in Africa coulddhaaccess the article. The topic
concerns reincarnation.

Onyewuenyi laments the “unfortunate” situation veh&educated” Africans,
from reading the works of Western anthropologistinologists and administrators,
have internalized and accepted that Africans beliév reincarnation. These
erroneous belief affects their lives, informs soohéheir actions and practices, and
they teach and preach it.

He contends that such scholars have been miskedardents, “This is an
example of how abjectly a people can be causeg¢orbe complicit in their own
degradation, by accepting uncritically a foreigrposition and thereby undermining
their cultural identity (1996, x). Onyewuenyi's #igis clearly stated thus:

The term “reincarnation” is not an African wordhtis a definite meaning in the
English language but its adoption to make concaett real what otherwise is
abstract and immaterial, namely-cultural concepAfoicans in connection with
the ‘return” of the dead forebears in the newlyrbiw grossly erroneous and
misleading. It is as incorrect to say that Africdadieve in reincarnation as it is
to hold that African religion is ancestor-worsh({p996, x)

The topic indeed holds worldwide interest, but afirse in the way Onyewuenyi has
contextualized it, it really should concern Afriead African scholars intimately,
because they are the ones whose cultural conaggridiag their ancestors’ influence
on their living descendants, has been incorreatheled “reincarnation” by Western
anthropologists and administrators. That is, if Qunyenyi is correct.

Onyewuenyi was encouraged and motivated to reguliie essay in Africa
in its present form as part of his contributionsthie African struggle for mental
liberation from “the shackles of cultural imprisoemt and distortions imposed on
them by the misrepresentations of Western scho{a886, x-xi).

Is Onyewuenyi correct? It would be pre-mature tmige from these
prefatory submissions of his, but it is clear upoalysis that Onyewuenyi is making

CDtoo many propositional claims simultaneously thasypounding complications for

what may have been a simpler or less complex pmolée contemporary African

oPhilosophy. Let us call the “problem” before use‘thuestion of reincarnation in
Econtemporary African Philosophy”.

In the way Onyewuenyi contextualizes or formulates problem, he
simultaneously raises semantic, metaphysical, édgcal, psychological and ethno-
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philosophical dimensions of the problem. We shek svhether he succeeds to
address those perspectives which he perhaps urglttihas raised. At the
conversational level, it is apparent that Nwa-nspiefatory reflections have
provided the direction that Nwa-nju must engage, tlre necessary critical
conversation and theoretic interrogafiofll the other elements of conversationalism
will manifest as the conversation ensues.

The Introduction: The Objectives of Onyewuenyi’'s Efort
The aims and objectives of Onyewuenyi's effort aighlighted in the introductory
section of the essay. These are clearly and exprasséd as follows:
0] This paper is an attempt to apply philosophical stigation and
reflection on African belief in reincarnation whidhregard as an
unreflective common man’s view; (1996, 13)

(i) It is an attempt to discover the inherent incoesisies in such a
belief (1996, 13)
(iii) It is also to redefine the African concept of ram@ation in line

with African ontology or theory of being, so thatet term
“reincarnation”... may be given appropriate mearonde dropped
entirely. (1996, 13)

Part of the strategy Onyewuenyi adopts to enabite dccomplish his set
objectives is to, first, consider and determine iwdmmstitutes the task of philosophy.
On this point Onyewuenyi submits that:

The task of philosophy is not to throw the commoania view into the dustbin
mainly because it is unreflective. Philosophicaleistigation and reflection is
supposed to discover and find out the inherentcdiffes in the common man’s
view, redefine, refine and remodel them. (1996, 13)

For Onyewuenyi, belief in reincarnation for an iéén is an “unreflective
common man’s view”. At the analytical level, witkgards to the task of philosophy,
| am in agreement with Onyewuenyi, because, indeeghilosophy, we learn to
identify and think carefully about our most basioncepts, ideas, beliefs and
theories. We look behind our everyday “common meoicerns to examine the
systems and structures which support our thinkimdy lzeliefs, and which ordinarily
we take for granted, so as to test their soundmmedseracity.

At the conversational level, Nwa-nju observes ta¢ of the sources that
Nwa-nsa made reference to was John S. Mbiti's fanbmok [African Religions and
Philosophy] (1969). A reading of that book revehist Mbiti is convinced that one

Qof the important pillars of traditional African rgions is a belief in reincarnation and
Jtransmigration of souls (MBITI 1969, 85, 118, 1233, 149, 164, 183). Throughout
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Critical conversation and theoretic interrogatioa @ssential canons of conversationalism
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Nwa-nsa’s philosophical reappraisal of the belreteincarnation there is no point
where he specifically takes on Mbiti in view ofirgfig, redefining or remodeling his
(Mbiti’s) supposedly ‘erroneous’ views.

Nwa-nsa’s second strategy is the attempt to coenbar structure and syntax
of an European language with that of an African leagge. In considering only one
example— the word ‘God’ in the English language atwd translation in the
Yoruba— is it sufficient and justified for Nwa-ng@aconclude that “[F]or in African
Language words cannot become stereotyped a pnothéir meaning but are
constantly being reinterpreted and charged with meaning”? (1996, 13).

What is suggested here is that there is instghilitthe syntax, vocabulary
and structure of African languages. This cannotibe of all African languages, and
there are numerous languages and dialects in Afiicaay be true of the Yoruba
language which Nwa-nsa applies in illustration, definitely not true of all African
languages. On this matter of African languages Neacannot speak for Africa, and
Yoruba cannot be the African model if as it is segjgd the language lacks stability
in its syntax, vocabulary and structure.

Such instability is what gives rise to the mubigdroblems of ambiguity,
opacity, indeterminacy and fallacies which chanmdmte our use of words and
undermine focused argumentations and discoursé5.A9. Ozumba has noted, in
philosophy of language, we insist that, “for wordgntences to have meaning
(semantics), they must follow rules (syntax), prameed correctly (phonetics) and
must have a definite sense and reference” (18).mbausays that “the end of
philosophy of language is to ensure clarity, digtiess and cogency in our picture of
reality through language” (18). This is also thelgifainalytic Philosophy.

However, to close the introductory sub-section @wnyenyi makes
submission to the effect that:

“Reincarnation” is an European word which conveysdefinite constant
concept. It would be erroneous, therefore, to liddtican interpretations of
concepts which explain the vital influences of ttead forebears on the living,
and for which there are no proper translationsriglish languages, to the stable
concept of reincarnation. It is as incorrect to shgt Africans believe in
reincarnation as it is to say that African religisranimism... (1996, 14)

But what is this thing called reincarnation? Thsathie concern of Onyewuenyi in the
following sub-section.

What is Reincarnation?: Onyewuenyi's Conceptual Cléfication

QOin conceptualizing “reincarnation” Onyewuenyi preds by tracing the etymology

QDof the word. The word is derived from two Latin werde meaning “again”, and

bqncarnare meaning “to enter into the body” (1996, 16). Onyewyi makes no effort

r=\~to analyze this etymological insight further. Buhat is suggested here is that
somethingenters the body again. What it is, the etymolofyhe word does not
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inform. It is like defining philosophy by the etyiogy of the word. The word is
derived from two Greek wordsPhilo meaning “love”, andSophia meaning
“wisdom”. Philosophy is then understood as the éloof wisdom”. But does
philosophy defined as “love of wisdom” reveal amythsignificant about the nature
and character of philosophy? Well, perhaps, litleme to think of it, is the phrase
“to enter the body again” synonymous with reincéiom® If the answer to this
interrogative is in the affirmative, so when a persvho is healed of a malady is re-
afflicted by the same malady can we say reincayndias taken place? No!

However, Onyewuenyi proffers a definition of reangation. He states: “It is
simply the theory that when the soul separates fiteenbody at death, it informs
another body for another span of earthly life” (@996). This is the classical
understanding of the concept of reincarnation axtdne literature on the subject
affirm this conception. However, it must be notédttthe reference teoul is in
respect tchumansoul, a person’s soul. To incarnate is usually gspeet of human
persons, whose souls after death, return intovibidd to live again in a new body
and continue his or her earthly existence. Anaifjc | have no objections to
Onyewuenyi’s position in this regard.

But it must be pointed out that if this is the elasconception of
reincarnation then Onyewuenyi may have to rethirk \iew that reincarnation
conveys a definite, constant and stable conce@6(194). It does not. That is the
reason different cultures view its details diffehenin fact, that is the reason
reincarnation has different variations. Onyewueagknowledges this fact when he
states that, “It has different variations like nmepsychosis or transmigration of souls
where the soul of a person informs an animal a. ffdne soul may enter its human
tenement from the ghost realm, the tree world erathimal kingdom” (1996, 16). At
the conversational level Nwa-nsa will have to emghgther on these variations of
reincarnation. Which is the bone of contentionnearnation, metempsychosis or
transmigration? Where lies the stability or therdtfness of meaning of the concept
of “reincarnation” Nwa-nsa imputed? In the next selstion Onyewuenyi is
concerned with “Instances of Belief in Reincarngtio

Instances of Belief in Reincarnation: Onyewuenyi'$slobal Examples
Onyewuenyi’'s aim in this sub-section is to estéiblibe point that “belief in
reincarnation is attested to by all known worldtards”. | have pointed out earlier
that different cultures view its details differgntiOnyewuenyi employs several
illustrations, beginning with Pythagoras of Samd®wived in the i Century B.C
and founded a Philosophico-religious society. Hiebed in thetransmigrationof
souls or in “being born again.” He taught his falkrs to abstain from animal flesh
v—{on the grounds that there was a kinship betweenandranimals, and “for fear that
QOthe soul of one’s friend might be inhabiting thedp@f some animal killed for the
gdable” (1996, 16-17).
& This is a specific reference to the variant of camation that is also known
as transmigration of the soul. From this descnptibthe Pythagorean attitude, what
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is also suggested is that the Pythagoreans alsscrdokd to a belief in
metempsychosis. Metempsychosis has been explameefexring to “a process of
changing a person’s soul at will in order to acegtiive characteristics of the preferred
object (or animal) that the new soul representdNG 2009, 117).

The Greeks and the Western world also sustainief i@lreincarnation and
as Onyewuenyi explains, “body-soul dualism is aunét(1996, 17). According to
him:

Every living human being is made up of body andl,sthe material and the
spiritual. When death strikes, the soul leavestibdy and either incarnates
another body or goes to the house of Hades touweceivard or punishment for
its actions an earth. (1996, 17)

This is to say that European culture ancient andeogporary expresses
some belief in reincarnation.

Onyewuenyi also informs us that the “Christian N&estament records
instances of Jewish belief in reincarnation” (19PB). Several biblical stories affirm
this fact. Likewise among the Hindu’s and a gremt pf the Oriental world the fact
remains that reincarnation is a theory of life ated without question. It is known in
Hinduism assamsara (EDET 2012, 10). Done with exposing the pervasixtent of
the belief globally, Onyewuenyi’'s next task is t@mine how the belief functions in
the African setting.

African Belief in Reincarnation: Onyewuenyi’'s “Common Man’s Unreflective
Views”

African cultures tend to accept the belief in ramation as a “fact, and it is
Onyewuenyi's task in this section to give someanses of this “common man’s
unreflective views on reincarnation”, and also ddeisthe “reasons” usually given to
justify or confirm the belief. Onyewuenyi specifigadraws examples from his Igbo
culture with which he is familiar. According to QGswuenyi, the Igbo word for
reincarnation is d§ uwa, which means “a return to the world” (1996). Zlthe Igbo
convince themselves that a person returning tavibrid, to life after death, exhibits
concrete signs of his former person in the forrbardily marks, discernible character
and personality traits and the ability even to netner events in a previous life. In
such cases, the Igbo speak of mbulitabuwa (The marks of reincarnation)
(ASOUZU 2004, 169).

Furthermore, the Igbo consider the occurrence Mifd cgeniuses or
prodigies, translated in Igbo as ebibi uwa, withitlpreincarnation intellectual and
physical acquisitions as proof for their belief mincarnation. According to

= Onyewuenyi, the Igbo explain that such geniusethéir previous lives may have

Ssuffered in various ways owing to a lack of thoselifies and talents which they

Anow exhibit. Hence, in their new life, having old parentage and body through
which the acquired genius can now be expressed,display these quite early in
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life. The Igbo describe such children as “being olthan their ages” (20). Another
attempt at explaining child prodigies is that théctis a reincarnate of a deceased
intelligent, crafty and successful person fromlimeage.

There is also the practice of child-naming aftezc#jiz ancestors. At birth,
babies are carefully examined to identify any rddances they bear to past parents.
Sometimes an oracle is consulted to know who hamécback”. The first name of
the child indicates this: “Father has come back”“mother has returned.” The
Yoruba call the child who is born immediately aftee death of his grandfather
‘Babatunde’ = father has returned, and the girlttviele” = mother has returned. The
Igho give names such as ‘Nne-Nna’ = the mother ef father; “Nna-Nna = the
father of his father; Nne-ji = my brother/sister,Nna-ji = my half- brother/half-
sister. None of these names is repeated in the family because they specify the
return of specific ancestors. Invariably people payhe child the same reverence
they were accustomed to paying to the deceasedpmeant (1996, 22-23).

Finally, to drive home the point of the need fgrtalosophical investigation
and reappraisal of African belief in reincarnatimd its attendant inconsistencies,
Onyewuenyi gives us the benefit of an intimate q@eas family experience in 1946.
As he narrates:

My father’s aunt, who loved him very dearly, wasksisuffering from cough.
Naturally my father took very good care of her,linglin one native doctor
after another to treat the ailment. The woman’s @hildren and our other
relatives were not as involved as my father in Iogkafter her. When it
became clear that she was going to die, she madeilheShe willed many
stocks of yams and domestic animals, cash cropsfaamlands to her children
and other relatives. She gave nothing to my fatBerce she loved my father
so much and did not include him in her will, thékthegan to spread that she
would reincarnate into my family. (1996, 21)

Onyewuenyi continues the narration:

When the woman died, a surgery was performed t@verthe “bag of cough”

so that she would be free of this deadly maladyennext life. The chest was
stitched back. The curious thing happened!! Whennmagher had a baby-girl

months after this woman’s death, the marks of titehes appeared on the
child’s chest and can be seen to this day. Fovittagers no further proof was
needed to prove that my sister is a reincarnatayofather’s aunt. To this day,
the children of that deceased woman call my sisteg = mother. (1996, 21-
22)

Interesting! But Onyewuenyi adds a rider: “It wile pertinent, for the purpose of
athis paper, to note that my mother was alreadynaegbefore my father's auntie
Sdied and that my father's uncle also regards orfésobwn daughters as a reincarnate

of the same woman” (1996, 22).
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Onyewuenyi (Nwa-nsa) considers the above notethrioss to be “non-
philosophical data of African culture,” the raw @l which requires
“philosophical reflection and analysis” in ordeo ‘find out their inherent difficulties,
redefine, refine and remodel them” (1996, 23). Theva is the way Onyewuenyi
defines his task.

For me (Nwa-nju) what is striking in the aboveratives is not so much the
rational ambiguities that arise or the difficultpdadoubt that may be raised with
regard to the possibility or otherwise of such gimana as to the profundity of the
thoughts which are full of purpose and meanings this meaningwhich has to be
unraveled. This constitutes the core of the contiersbetween Nwa-nsa and Nwa-
nju. In the following section Onyewuenyi considéfdter-Life: Inconsistencies of
Belief in Reincarnation,” and the conversation bedo gather momentum.

After-Life: Inconsistencies of Belief in Reincarnaton- Onyewuenyi Identifies the
“Paradox of African Belief in Reincarnation”.

Onyewuenyi offers four considerations towards sujipg the thesis that “the
African is a firm believer in life after death, .ihe existence of the individual in an
incorporeal, yet real form, in a life beyond” (1928!). The Igbo call it “Ala-Muo”,
the Yorubas call it “Ehin-iwa”. First is the idea af“decent burial” or “proper”
burial of the dead in African cultural practice ate related practice of what has
been (erroneously) described as “ancestor worstipheral rites are carefully
carried out to grant the soul of the deceased @emdst in the spirit world. According
to Onyewuenyi:

From the spirit world, the ancestors who are noleased from the restraints
imposed by this earth, and who are possessormiifdss potentialities can exploit

these for the benefit or to the detriment of thed® still live on earth. Hence

survivors pay respect and acts of recognition ®sd¢hancestors in order to be
favoured. (1996, 24)

Onyewuenyi draws support from Bolaji Idowu’s (1962ccount of the Yoruba
experience./ldowu writes that:

The deceased... still remain the father and motiiech they were before their
death, capable of exercising their parental fumstothough now in a more
powerful and unhampered way, over the survivorg Ybruba say still “Baba-mi”
(my father) or “lya-mi” (my mother), when they sjreaf their deceased parents.
Although they speak of bringing the spirit of thecdased into the house, they
rarely say that “I am going to speak to the ‘spaftmy father”, what they say is “I
am going to speak to my father”. (196292)

g The point here is that the individuality of the desed father or another is recognized

as existing in the spirit world from where it maims unbroken family relationship
with the living off-spring. Onyewuenyi urges usdonsider secondly that Africans
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recognize as individuals even ancestors whose naamsot be remembered any
longer. The recently deceased ancestors are requiestransmit the family prayers
and acts of respectful recognition to the unknoneeators (1996, 25).

He draws further support from Mbiti to make thanpof the individual
existence of ancestors in the spirit world, fromevehthey perform their roles as
guardians and protectors of families and commureditions and ethics. Mbiti
writes, as Onyewuenyi quotes:

The living-dead know and have interest in whatagg on in the family. When
they appear, which is generally to the oldest membé the household, they are
recognized by name as “so and so”, they inquireuafaomily affairs and may even
warn of impending danger or rebuke those who fatedfollow their special
instructions. They are the guardians of family ia$fa traditions, ethics and
activities. (1996, 108)

Finally, Onyewuenyi makes reference to his famigrsonal experience (reported
earlier) as yet another example of African recagnif the individual permanent
existence of the dead in the spirit world. Accogdito him, the behavior of the
children of his father's aunt is indicative as éols:

Despite the fact that they call my sister “Nne” (h&r) whenever they see her, they
still render traditional ancestral filial duties tbeir deceased mother who still
retains her role as their mother. They know tod tingt if they do not render these
filial duties, it would amount to a repudiation patural dependence which may
bring about untold hardship to themselves. (1998, 2

The above background provides basis for the criticestions which Onyewuenyi
canvasses and which must be addressed: How caoaAdrisincerely and truly
believe in reincarnation while at the same timeogeizing the personal individual
existence in the spirit world of the ancestors \ah® believed to have reincarnated?
What do they really mean by reincarnation? Couke/ttnean reincarnation in the
classical sense?

According to Onyewuenyi, he appreciates the ldgicthe Pythagorean
variant of the theory of reincarnation whereby whiea soul of a deceased person
informs another body or animal or tree, it does exist any longer in the spirit
world. He also appreciates the Jewish and Hindiantr which apparently uphold
the principle of contradiction which states thahimg cannot both be and not-be at
the same time, in the same manner. They maintatnathdeath the soul separates
from the body and has a bodiless immaterial extgtemtil such a time as it puts on

LMNa new garb of flesh. At one particular time thelsmuspirit is either in the spirit
QOOworld or in a corporeal residence. Therefore thecAh context presents a seeming
:.(paradox which Idowu aptly captures in connectiothhie Yoruba thus:
(a9
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In the first place it is believed that in spite tbfs reincarnation, the deceased
continue to live in After-life. Those who are stilh the world can have

communion with them, and they are there with akithancestral qualities

unimpaired. Secondly, it is believed that they émcarnate, not only in one

grandchild or great grandchild, but also in seveoatemporary grand children or
great grand children, who are brothers and sisterd cousins, aunts and
nephews, uncle and nieces, ad infinitum. (1962) 194

The challenge then is how to resolve this paraddewl proposes a
possible solution by stating that, “in African ledithere is no reincarnation in the
classical sense. One can only speak of partial noore precisely, apparent
reincarnation, if the word must be used at all” (I)WUb 1973, 187). Idowu also
explains further that the specific belief of theritoa about those who depart from
this world is that once they have entered Aftes;lithey remain, and there the
survivors and their children after them can keegbrgken intercourse with them,
especially if they have been good persons whileearth and were ripe for death
when they did.

There are several other attempts at the resolufothe dilemma; and
Onyewuenyi mentions that of the Nupe tribe of Nigewho theorize that each
person has two souls; after death one of the gmds and resides permanently with
the Maker, while the other one reincarnates. Ongewuperfunctorily dismisses this
solution. He says, “it is too simplistic to warrantich discussion. Suffice it to say
that it contradicts the concept of personality pedsonal identity” (29). Let me also
add that for some people like Mbiti, the resolutisrthat it is not the dead person
perse (the person qua person) who reincarnatedhibutharacteristics that are re-
born in the new child. Nwa-nju will attempt to réso this paradox subsequently.
But what is Nwa-nsa'’s position?

Nwa-nsa’s position is that a proper understandingpfrican Metaphysics”
holds the solution to the “paradox of African bEirereincarnation”. But he ventures
to submit that “following the meaning of reincaiinatin the classical sense, it is no
solution at all to say that there is “partial” @pparent” reincarnation. | rather share
his (Idowu’'s) view that “the word must (not) be dsat all’ (29) Here Nwa-nsa
postulates the paradox as a semantic problem, duedorts in the following sub-
sections to find the solution in “African metaplogiand “African ontology”.

African Metaphysics: Onyewuenyi’s Solution to the Rradox
In this section Onywuenyi promotes the idea of Afritan metaphysics” which
“perfect understanding of” will decide whether Afins believe in reincarnation or
©not; and if really the word must be used at all. idieves that there is a difference
wbetween African and Western metaphysics. Metaphysiconceived as the study of
2 ‘being” or the study of reality. Thus, each cultsrahderstanding of what “being” or
&reality” is, is relative to that culture. Onyewugrbelieves that, that is the basis for
r:“calling a Philosophy European, Asian, Indian, origsin. According to him,
“Granted that the themes dealt with in philosoptey aniversal, yet the treatment of
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any universal theme is relative to a people, c@dusy their conception of life in
which everything around them becomes meaningful’{32).

To validate his assertion that there is a diffeeeretween Western
metaphysics or ontolodyand African metaphysics, Onyewuenyi relies on iB&ac
Tempels a French missionary who worked and reseduttigeBantus and postulated
that,

Christian thought in the West having adopted themitgology of Greek
philosophy and, perhaps under its influence, héisetk this reality common to
all beings, or, as one should perhaps say, beirguels: ‘The reality that is’,
‘what is’. Its metaphysics has most generally beased upon a fundamentally
static conception of being. (TEMPELS 1969, 50)

Having said this about Western metaphysics, Tengmisnued, “Herein is
to be seen the fundamental difference between mei$teught and that of Bantu and
other primitive people... we hold a static conaaptof “being”, they, a dynamic”
(1996, 51). Tempels also introduced the idea of ¢€bas constituting the ultimate
character of being in African metaphysics ontology.

Many scholars of African philosophy, and Onyewuelyi obviously
convinced, take it for granted that African ontglogan be designated correctly,
without further qualification as force or dynamic ontology This unfortunate
development rests on an inaccurate analysis arkadproper understanding of the

3 Many writers tend to consider metaphysics and ogtolas synonymous. Some do not and therefore
distinguish between metaphysics and ontology. dhaér is an attempt to explain the whole of redlitgings)
in an all embracing speculative system. Ontologgrdily means the science of being or the studyeafg as
being. The term was coined by scholastic writerh@17" century. Some philosophers (for example, Christian
Wolf) used it as a synonym for metaphysics. In teatury Martin Heidegger whose whole philosophys wa
focused on Being as distinct from beings reviveglitbe of this term and saw himself primarily a®atologist,
a phenomenological ontologist. He tells us in liekbAn introduction to Metaphysidbat the coinage of the
word “ontology” in the 1% century marked the development of the doctrineBeing into a branch of
philosophy, a branch which endeavours “to make gemanifest itself.” (1). Apparently Professor Ineat
Onyewuenyi takes ontology to be synonymous or geshthe core of metaphysics and inseparable from it
* There is also a problem with the whole idea of fédn Metaphysics”, considering the concern andtfanc
of metaphysics as a branch of philosophical inquinythe 2013 DAKAM'’s PHILHIST 2013 History of
Philosophy Conference, hosted at the Mimar Sinae Rirts University, Istanbul, Turkey between Novemb
8-9, 2013, | addressed this question of the pdigilif “African metaphysics™ In my presentation entitled
“Metaphysics, Contemporary African Philosophy andri6centric Commitment”, | argued the position ttegt
term “African metaphysics” appears absurd and aw#wa contended that the expression amounts to
nonsensical verbiage, and cannot make sense imanéhat “African logic”, “African epistemology”,African
ethics” or “African political philosophy” as branet or compartments of African philosophy do. | reiimed
that, in the same way, that it is absurd to talRAdfican physics” or African death”, or African noo” it is
l\nonsensical to talk of “African metaphysics.” | posed that what we should correctly talk about as n
“African Metaphysics”, butather “metaphysics in African philosophy” or th&ffican approach or approaches
wto metaphysics”. Or we may talk about “models otapéysics in African philosophy®®the proceedings of
%fdhe conference published as “Interactions in thstdfy of Philosophy.” Edited by Efe Duyan and Ayse
C‘EGungor; Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University, Istanbdlurkey November 2013. Pp 122-124
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currents of thought on ontological phenomena inolydeincarnation, in African
philosophy. Onyewuenyi is apparently unaware offtioe that,

The sharp debate Tempels’ work had unleashed right the day of its
publication till date, and the enormous rejectidre thypothesis has
witnessed, especially by a new group of “Scientifindividualistic,
African” philosophers, testify to the “non — Africa acceptance of the
Tempelsian hypothesis. (IROEGBU 1995, 290)

Innocent Asouzu continues to lament the consequenictne “Tempelsian damage”
upon African philosophy. (see ASOUZ1R007, 180-195).

All said, Nwa-nsa is convinced that it is the feet understanding of
African ontology especially as to idynamic nature of “being” that will decide
whether Africans believe in reincarnation or natgl & really the word must be used
at all” (1996, 32).

At this point Nwa-nsa is already carrying the lieigtual baggage of what |
shall call the “Semantic Challenge of the Africagliéf in Reincarnation”, which he
is yet to unloose. But here again he has takenhapbtirden of the ontological
character of the “paradox of the African belief@ncarnation”, which he believes is
resolved by an understanding of the “dynamic charaaf the African concept of
Being”. This is his concern in the following section

Dynamic Character of the African Concept of Being: The Onyewuenyian
Tempelsian Mimicry

At the onset Onyewuenyi had chided ‘educated’ Afng for reading the works of
Western anthropologists, ethnologists and admatists and unreflectingly and
uncritically imbibing, internalizing and acceptirspme of their enoneous views,
which have been imposed on Africans and therebyewrmiciing African cultural
identity. But it is on such non-African (Westerngws that Onyewuenyi anchors his
understanding of the dynamic character of the Africoncept of Being: The views
of Placid Tempels in his work on [Bantu Philosop(}969). | have already pointed
out the criticism and rejection of this work of Testgp by a majority of current
African scholars. It is on this work that Nwa-nsées.

In that work Tempels’ provocative thesis was explidhe West can
conceive the transcendental notion of ‘being’ bpasating it from its attribute,
‘Force”, but the Bantu (the African) cannot. Furthe advanced the thesis which
locates the fundamental difference between Weslteraght (ontology) and that of

CDthe Bantu and other primitive people as the Wesheing static and the African
wdynamic Onyewuenyi accepts this thesis hook, line anHdesjinwithout reservation
2and without any further qualifications.
& In his discussion of the “dynamic character of Atfiecan concept of being”,
r:“Onyewuenyi adopts a verbatim quote of Tempels atdssthat:
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The essence or nature of anything is conceivedéyfrican as “force’. It is not
even correct to say that ‘being’ in the Africanulgbt has the necessary element
or quality of force. The precision of their conceptbeing will not be attained if
their notion of being is expressed as “being ist thhich possessegorce”.
Rather, “the concept of force is inseparable fromdefinition of ‘being’. There

is no idea among Bantu of ‘being’divorced from ttlea of ‘Force’. Without the
element ‘force’, ‘being’ cannot be conceived...cidlis the nature of being, force
is being; being is force. (ONYEWUENY!I, 33; TEMPELSY)

Onyewuenyi does not analyze the passage. We aie tee dark about the meaning,
nature and character of “force’ and the extentt®fdynamism in constituting the
African concept of ‘being’. However Onyewuenyi adhbat, “For Africans there is a
clear distinction and essential difference betwaifiarent forces or inner realities of
beings, just as there are differences between aa¢sgof material visible things”

(1996, 33). To round off this section Onyewuenyiiagalies on a verbatim quote of
Tempels to make the point that:

When you say in terms of western philosophy, trehds are differentiated by
their essences or nature; Africans say that foddfésr in their essences or nature.
There is the divine force, terrestrial or celestiatces, human forces and
vegetable and even mineral forces. (ONYEWUENYI, BBMPELS, 58)

Finally, Onyewuenyi adds that:

In addition to different categories of forces, A&ns maintain that these
forces follow a hierarchical order such that Godcpdes the spirits; then
come the founding fathers and the living-dead, mfing to the order of

primogeniture; then the living according to thenk in terms of seniority.

(1996, 34)

My problem with Nwa-nsa here is that he neglecigebinto any personal, critical or
analytic interpretation of the Tempelsian concepfrairce”, thus leaving the term in
its obscurity. He fails too, to show clearly theyfidmic character of the African
concept of being”, which was his task in this s@&ttiln any case, how can “Bantu
Philosophy”, pass for “African philosophy” or “Banbntology’ pass for “African
ontology”? The Bantu are just one specific grougoican people.

Methodologically, “Bantu philosophy” is not Afrina Its material content
may be African, but Tempels account cannot be aedegst an authentic description
of “African metaphysics” or ontology. Come to thimk it, is the word “force” a
On\Bantu or African term? And to single out only orlengent (a foreign term) that

summarizes the totality of a people’s concept afityeis ludicrous. Again, where
glies the dynamic character of the African conceptbeing, even if we follow
S Tempels and Onyewuenyi? Although they tell us thatBantu (African) notion of

being is dynamic they go on to reduce this not@msdmething that ifixed Or how
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else do we interpret the claim that for the Afric&iorce is being, being is force”.
One wonders how a thing that is “dynamic’ can luoced to a fixed idea such that
“being is force”. If the notion of being can be wedd to such a fixed idea fasce it
then means that it is a static immovable JdBava —nsa’s mimicry of Tempels
suggests that we are dealing with a static charadtéfrican ontology and not a
dynamic one.

Nwa-nsa now carries the burdens of the “Semanhialenge of the African
belief in reincarnation” and the “ontological chetex of the paradox of the African
belief in reincarnation.” The burdens are heawstim the section that follows Nwa-
nsa seeks to show how the belief in reincarnatjperates within the framework of
Western ontology, in view of comparing this, inaéel section with how the belief
operates within the framework of African ontology.

Belief in Reincarnation in the Framework of WesternOntology: Onyewuenyi's
Explanation for how Reincarnation is Possible on tls Framework

In this section, by addressing the question, “hoesdwWestern metaphysics consider
the entity man as a being?” Onyewuenyi seeks tklgathe problem of  the
ontological challenge which generates the paradbxemcarnation in African
philosophy. He has to do this by comparing the dbeiln reincarnation in the
framework of Western ontology and the belief imoairnation within the framework
of African ontology.

In Western ontology the notion of being is poladizeetween “substance”
and “accidents” as its categories. “Substancefiestérm used to signify the essential
nature or primary being of things. Conjoined withbstance is the notion of
“accidents”, which are predicable features of teeeace or substance of a being.
“Accidents” may change, disappear, perish while stafice remains the same
always. It is static, constant. What is the primdrging or essence in man?
Onyewuenyi tells us that, “According to Western abmgy man is made up of
substance and accidents; the substance is thersspirit; the accident is the body or
matter” (35). Western tradition generally holdsstas a metaphysical (ontological)
postulate. In the Cartesian tradition, man is adatiady dualism. The body as an
accident may change, depreciate, cease at deatlotabdt the substance — the mind,
soul, spirit — the reality that is (for man) petsignd subsists. In the Christian
tradition, the imperishable soul goes to eithervhaaor hell, depending on how it
conducted its operations during its earthly existeThis bifurcation of being into
categories of substance and accidents, and marbaty and spirit or soul is the

OS This is an adaptation of Innocent Asouzu’s crititisf Placid Tempels in Asouzu, Innocent I. Ibuaayida.
@New Complementary Ontology Beyond world — ImmarsmtiEthnocentric Reduction and Impositions; 2007.
g-’DLitrerlag.Zurich, paperback. P. 183.
IS
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basis of the belief in reincarnation in Western otogy. For believers in
reincarnation —understood classically as the sbal deceased person taking a new
body for another span of earthly life-, this substa of man, because it is static,
singular and unitary in nature, when once it inferennew body whether human,
animal or tree, it ceases to exist in the spiritldkoThere is no further respect
accorded it in the spirit-world, but acts of recibign and respect are accorded it in
its new bodily abode (ONYEWUENYI 1996, 36).

Considering this background provided by Onyewuethg answer to the
guestion “Is reincarnation possible within the feamork of Western ontology?”, will
be provided in the affirmative because an ontolingy polarizes the notion of being
by considering substance and accidents, a perdmuy and soul as static and
exclusivist categories leaves no other directiony&@vuenyi posits that African
ontology presents a different perspective which esakeincarnation impossible
within its framework. This is his concern in theléoling section.

It must be noted though, by way ainversationthat this model of Western
ontology which Nwa-nsa believes expresses the geaatlook of Western ontology
is just one approach to metaphysics in Westerrogbyghy, which is directly linked
to Aristotle’s metaphysics, and extended by Deseantind-body dualism. Nwa-nju
does not see how Aristotle’s metaphysics or Dessadualism can constitute the
whole of “Western ontology”, even if these haverba#luential in determining the
course of metaphysics in Western Philosophy. Theyjust specific approaches or
models of the Western philosophical venture in lmgyp Nwa-nsa is a trained
philosopher. He knows that among the earlier Wisteadition, single items had
been postulated as the underlying substratum enessf being — water by Thales,
fire by Heraclitus and air by Anaximenes. Nwa-nsaws that for Plato reality is in
the ideal world of permanerforms and that for the Scholastics God explains
causatively all created beings in their ultimatanfdations. Nwa-nsa will recall the
Hegelian Geist (spirit) as the explanatory categurgvery reality evolving to the
utmost: philosophy itself; and that for Heideggdwe tsoil that supplies the
nourishment for every part of the tree of beingSmin (Being). The subject of
reincarnation can still be interpreted from the spective of any of these
metaphysical orientations in Western Philosophy. ptiat made here is that Nwa-
nsa did not present us with the basis of the baliegéincarnation on the framework
of a comprehensive Western ontology, but from tagaw, limited Aristotelian or
Cartesian frame. In the section that follows, Onyemyi seeks to show how
reincarnation is impossible in the framework of igdin ontology and thus possibly
resolve the paradox of reincarnation in Africani®ophy.

v—{Reincarnation Impossible in the Framework of African Ontology: The
O Tempelsian Mimicry Continues
&dn this section Onyewuenyi’s purpose is vitiatechisyuncritical absolute reliance on
£Placide Tempels work on [Bantu Philosophy]. | haeelier highlighted that the
work received severe criticisms, and sometimesighttrejection among African
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Scholars. Placide Tempels made deductions from dy sifi the Luba of Congo

specifically to conclusions about the Bantu gemgraDne wonders how that
specific, narrow, limited research can constitutecamprehensive narration or
understanding of “African ontology” which warran@nyewuenyi to embrace as
authentically expressive of “African ontology”. HeNwa-nsa has slipped into what |
describe as the “pit of unanimism in African Phidphky.” The term “Unanimism” is

defined by Paulin Hountondji as “the illusion ttak men and women in (African)

societies speak with one voice and share the saim&n about all fundamental

issues” (HOUNTONDJI 1966, xvii). The term capturdee tendency of

ethnophilosophers to infer that their analysis dpacific African culture’s beliefs

captured beliefs essential to all African CultUtés key objection to unanimism is
simply that it is unable to account for other ntéwess within the diversity of beliefs

present in African cultures.

However let us see how Nwa-nsa carries on withTiéa@pelsian mindset.
Onyewuenyi informs that flowing from the Africanra®ept of being as “force” and
its dynamic nature, in the category of visible lgsinthe Africans distinguish that
which perceived by the senses and the “thing glfithamely, the inner nature or
“force” of the thing whether man, animal, or tréecording to Onyewuenyi:

When a person dies, the traditional African doessay that the “soul” of the
dead has gone to the spirit-world. It is not theuls or “part of man” that has
gone to the world of the spirits but the whole ntough not in a visible but
invisible state. (1996, 37)

To further buttress the point above, Onyewuenyesetin Tempels explanation:

What lives on after death is not called by the Bant a term indicating part of
man. | have always heard their elders speak ofrtiaa himself’ “himself”, or it
is ‘the little man” who was formerly hidden behitite perceptible manifestation
of the man; omuntuwhich at death has left the livingduntu signifies vital
force endowed with intelligence and will. (ONYEWUEN37; TEMPELS, 55)

The point here is that the dichotomy of the soul body is not applicable such that
at death, the soul separates and inhabits anablalgr Rather “the man” still exists as
this person in a spiritual invisible form. His blydenergy goes but his vital force
persists and waxes stronger and stronger ontolbgica

6 Discussed at greater length in (HOUNTONDJI 199®-183).
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The Tempelsian-Onyewuenyian account has it thahewith the hierarchy
of “forces”, the dead ancestors assume an enharizduperiority of intelligence
and will over the living, because they have gaidedper knowledge of the forces of
nature, and because of the ontological relationsRipting among members of the
clan, they interact with the living. What interaetih the living is “the man himself”
who is now essentially “force” (ONYEWUENY| 1996, 38

Now, vital force grows and/or weakens through titeraction of forces. A
person is “really dead” when his vital force isalbt diminished or extinguished.
Due to their pre occupation with immortality andatléessness, the ancestors are
concerned with the increase of their and their eledants’ vital force for the well-
being and continuity of the clan. One of the wal#noreasing the ancestor’s vital
force is by sacrifices and prayers from the livihgscendants. Hence, the wish of
Africans to have many children who will offer sdices to them after death
(ONYEWUENYI 1996, 38-39).

By an inverse movement the “force” of the anceBitars into the sacrifices
and into the community which he embodies and thiedireceive the “strengthening
influence” of the ancestor. It is suggested in thésv that “the whole weight of an
extinct race lies on the dead... for they havetlf@ whole time of their infinite
deathlessness, missed the goal of their existéhae,is,to perpetuate themselves
through reproductionn the living person” (JAHN 1961, 109; ONYEWUENYI9B

Onyewuenyi submits that it is thigperpetuation of themselves through
reproduction” “that is mistakenly referred to as “reincarnatidhis rather the “life
giving will” or “vital influence” or “secretion ofital power” of the ancestor on his
living descendants. This is understandable becawesearicestor who is now pure
dynamic force can influence and effect many binthkis clan without emptying his
personality. For Onyewuenyi, this explains Idowdjsartial or more precisely
apparent reincarnation”. But Onyewuenyi insistseitiRarnation cannot be partial or
apparent. Either it is or is not”, (1996, 39) and Pela corroborates: “The dead are
esteemed, only to the extent to which they increaskperpetuate their vital force in
their progeny” (1969, 46).

According to Onyewuenyi:

The vital force of an ancestor is comparable tostine which is not diminished
by the number and extent of its rays. The sunésgnt in its rays and heats and
brightens through its rays; yet, the rays of the siagly or together are not the
sun. In the same way the “vital force” which is theing of the ancestor can be
present in one or several of the living memberdisfclan through his life-
giving will or vital influence, without its beingihinished or truncated. Just as
the sun is the causal agent of heat, so is thestoica causal agent of his
descendants who are below him in the ontologiaaianchy. This vital influence
is subordinate and distinct from the creative iafloe which is the domain of
God. (1996, 40)

Page9 3
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Tempels clarifies this point thus:

Man is not the first or creative cause of life, hetsustains and adds to the life
of the forces which he finds below him within histalogical hierarchy. And
man, in Bantu thought, although in a more circuilbett sense than God, is also
a causal force of life. (1996, 29)

Following the Tempelsian-Onyewuenyian logic, thithis philosophical basis for the
African claim that a certain ancestor has beenoim@bin one or several living
members of the same clan. What the Africans meafmdiyrn” or “rebirth” cannot
be translated as “reincarnation” because for thken ahild or children are not
identified with the dead, since the birth of th#idione (s) in no wise puts an end to
the existence of the deceased ancestor in théspirid.

This becomes clearer still when one realizes thetaas do not hold that
conception is caused by the spirit of the ancedtbe biological conception of the
child results from the concurrent act of God anel plarents. The influence of the
ancestor, which has been called “reincarnationihe® later on. As Tempels insists,
“it is the human being, who already possessesirifthe womb of his mother (by
divine influence), who finds himself under the yjitde ontological influence of a
predestined ancestor or of a spirit” (1996, 111y.tBis explication Onyewuenyi
seeks to resolve the “paradox” which ldowu’s ndoratof the belief among the
Yoruba that deceased persons do “reincarnate” éir tjrand children and still
continue to live in After-life generated. The dynamature of the “being” of the
deceased, the theory of ontological hierarchy aweraction of forces in “African
metaphysics” explain how the deceased ancestobedn the spirit-world and yet
his presence is felt in the land of the living.

I find this Tempelsian interpretation of Bantu dagpcal thought pattern
and practice which Onyewuenyi believes capturegthreral pattern of ontological
thought pattern and practice of all African culaigiite intriguing. But | have earlier
cautioned about this ethnocentric inspired assumgtiat there is a way of thinking
congenial to all traditional African societies; assumption that induces the mind to
see Africans only from the perspective of a coi@gtignoring specific cultural
differences and nuances. Against this backgrounid,very pertinent to emphasize
with Innocent Asouzu that “what many (like Onyewyignsee as the general
worldview of traditional Africans, and by implicati that of Africans in general,
cannot be characterized dmamicor force without qualification” (200'7, 181):

However, the Tempelsian-Onyewuenyian analysis does offer any
concrete metaphysical or verifiable guarantees. attmurdities and inconsistencies
of the belief in reincarnation make many reject phenomenon of identity of tribal
marks, souvenirs or character traits on genetigiosmltural and pensive-

opsychological impressions that occupy peoples’ siadd wishes (IROEGBU 1995,
«©82). But it sure does resolve tbatologicaldilemma leading to the “paradox of the
belief in reincarnation in African philosophy”, buh doing so Onyewuenyi
accentuates theemanticdilemma in properly characterizing the nature loé t
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phenomenon of reincarnation. Granted that “reirei@on” in its classical
connotation is impossible within the framework dfiéan ontology as Onyewuenyi
posits, why do African languages have a translafion the word? Nwa-nsa
Onyewuenyi himself tells us that “the Igbo word foeincanation” is “lb uwa”,
which means “a return to the world” (1996, 20). ihagain, without adequate
analysis the Tempelsian- Onyewuenyian explicatioovtl up “force”, “vital force”,
life giving will', ‘vital influence’, ‘vital power’ all in effort to characterize the
dynamism of “being” in African ontological thoughilwa-nsa needs to tell us, are
these expressions from the Bantu language or arigaftflanguage whatsoever? It is
convenient for Nwa-nsa to, at this point, throwthe challenge of “the language of
accommodation.” This is his concern in the followsegtion.

The Language of Accommodation: Onyewuenyi and theeBnantic Quagmire

The concept of “reincarnation” has generated a “s¢imalilemma” in African
philosophy. This leads Onyewuenyi to a semantic ouieg Onyewuenyi in his
effort to resolve this quagmire argues that “reinadion” is a “language of
accommodation” employed by Western anthropologistd churchmen to make
“concrete and real what is abstract and immateriathely, the cultural concept of
Africans in connection with the “return” or “reldwt of ancestors in their living
descendants. Here he is relying on Walter Lipmaho wtroduced the idea in his
book [The Public Philosophy]. Lipmann had obsentet tmen have been laboring
with the problem of how to make concrete and rdaditws abstract and immaterial
ever since the Greek philosophers began to feeldbd to accommodate the popular
Homeric religion to the advance of science” (19631). The idea of “reincarnation”
was postulated as a somewhat “working definitiosedi to cloak realities which
were incomprehensible to these Western anthromitogand churchmen who
engaged in the research of African realities.

According to Onyewuenyi, the term “reincarnatiomSed to describe the
cultural concept of Africans in connection with thieturn” or “rebirth” of ancestors
in their living descendants is as misleading asntdike “ancestor worship,”
“polytheism,” “animism,” etc., applied to Africaneligions by early European
anthropologists (1996, 42). Consequently, the dighase erroneous appellations to
describe African cultural phenomena need to bensdered, corrected or updated.
Sadly though, Nwa-nsa does not succeed in resolfiag‘'semantic challenge or
dilemma of the African belief in reincarnation” atite attendant quagmire, because
in the concluding section of the essay, he leagéas deeper conceptual confusion.

Onyewuenyi’'s Conclusion: Further Conceptual Confusia
LM Onyewuenyi opines that limits must be set, beyonkickv the language of
OGNaccommodation should not be employed. Accordinditn, use of language of
gr/ccommodation should not be made when there isup stiversity of belief which,
£if obliterated might cause a vital threat to a gt Onyewuenyi insists that:
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The imposition of the “belief in reincarnation” orfrans has undermined
African cultural identity in that their culturalspect to their ancestors, which
are tokens of fellowship, hospitality, and familyntinuity, are misconstrued
as belief in reincarnation. The situation becomesemdisturbing when
“educated” Africans are in the forefront in “impogl the concepts of
reincarnation on Africans. (1996, 44)

If “reincarnation” is a misleading translation thets a different sense in describing
the specific African cultural thinking and belieihd mind you, African languages
have a translation for the word, as Onyewuenyi blfredmits, then what alternative
term or concept does he recommend?

Onyewuenyi recommends that:

Other terminologies such as “vital influence,” difstrengthening,” “personal

ray,” “vital participation” should be used in plaocé “reincarnation”. Instead of

saying that a newborn child is a “reincarnate” nfancestor, we should rather
say that he is the “vital influence” or the “lifdhae” or “personal ray,” or

“living perpetuation” of the ancestor. (1996, 44)

But here again Nwa-nsa must realize that he hénfaito the trap of “the
language of accommodation” which is that he unssgfody labors to make
“concrete and real what is abstract and immateradt leaves us in deeper
conceptual confusion. Nwa-nsa seems to realizenthaias not adequately addressed
the problem, especially from its semantic or cohe&lp perspective, hence his
invitation:

If these suggested terminologies seem inadequateetoeader, | invite him to
suggest an alternative, so that with the benefihisf collaboration, we can
approach more nearly to perfection and exactit(lR96, 44-45)

Nwa-nsa leaves us in deeper semantic dilemma beteuails to provide a
specific concept that would capture the conceptii@.

My Conclusion: An Acceptance of Nwa-nsa’s Invitatio
To a limited extent, | concur with Onyewuenyi. In migw there is not a belief in
reincarnation strictly or classically speaking, African culture. But whereas
Onyewuenyi portrays the problem as being onesexhantics or of ontology or
metaphysics and one ofethnocentriccommitment | believe that the idea of
reincarnation as an explanatory model for the Afrids an attempt at offering
insightful answer to the perennial problem of masé&arch for immortalitythe
g;nperpetuation of life Thus in my view, the challenge of explaining tiAdtican
r:cEcuIturaI phenomenon is one bérmeneutics Not Semantic Not ethnocentricbias.
Not evenmetaphysicer ontology
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Hermeneutics, basically, is an approach thatieemed with interpretation
of texts, ideas, social and cultural categoriea ind to understand the meaning as
regards the life experience of the person or peopieerned (AKPAN 2009, 76).
Onyewuenyi completely ignores this hermeneutic epghn in his reappraisal. A
resolution of the challenge requires focus not tietiver ancestors are metaphysical
entities, but rather on what they mean within Adrieexistence. To my mind, life for
the African is the perpetuation of individual anghrenunal existential possibilities,
the possibility of life is never ending. Life istoyclical but is eternal.

Space constraints would not permit me to develoaniy extensive manner
my “complementary theory of life and death in Adnc thought” based on my
formulation of a principle of regeneration whichds expression in the statemeas “
long as | live, my father lives, and because I, liwsy primordial ancestors li\é
which | am working on presently. The position | agivancing on that account is that
for the African, the dead belongs to the livingnasch as the living belongs to the
dead. Without any metaphysical or functional gutsas, the dead becomes for the
living, ancestors or the living-dead. The living-degre alive because their works,
their words, earn a life in the words and workshaise still capable to live death. It
is the African complementary mode of thought whitdkes it possible to co-join the
idea of an eternal transcendent space with thedtlearporeality to arrive at an idea
of the living-dead, land of spirits or the ancestdrhis idea is in turn re-projected to
the real world of space and time, but with all #teendant concatenation of ideas of
the material and immaterial.

One other aim of this paper was to show how caatEmalism as a method
or procedure of philosophical discourse plays dthiwthe context of its canons and
it is my believe and hope that, that aim has bedggaately discharged and the
procedure of conversationalism better understoodsirpractice. All said, | have
maintained here that Nwa-nsa’s “philosophical reajgpl’ of the African belief in
reincarnation is flawed on several accounts andellee the merits and the
conversational reconstruction of the flaws are sgmta
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