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Abstract

African scholars such as Bolaji Idowu and John Mbdve argued that belief in
reincarnation is alien to African thought. Howe\siis article argues that an adequate
understanding of the Ghanaian Akan culture pomthé¢ presence of reincarnation in
Akan, and for that matter African, philosophy. Neteless, unlike in Indian
philosophy, for instance, where reincarnation degeron the quality of an
individual’'s moral life and is a means of ensurimgral responsibility, in Akan
philosophy reincarnation is not dependent on moacaisiderations. Yet there is the
idea of moral responsibility in Akan philosophy. €Thrticle interrogates how moral
responsibility, an idea which is ordinarily regadld@s reasonable in the presence of
free will, is in the case of the Akan held alongsigtedestination. The article also
reveals some serious philosophical difficulties etththis Akan conception of moral

responsibility generates in respect of the ‘reinased’ person.

Keywords
Reincarnation, predestination, moral responsibilfkan philosophy, immortality,

dualism, life and death

I ntroduction
The concepts of reincarnation, predestination awdahresponsibility are made to
constitute the title of this article because of @ipparent logical link that exists among
them, and the fact that they appear to generateplesnproblems of philosophical
interest. Reincarnation is the belief that a pemsbn is physically dead can again be
born to live here on earth (Aurobindo 1999, 234d@stination could mean the prior
determination of actions or events in the world faje (or destiny) or by divine
foreordination. In philosophy of religion, the gtiea of predestination is, to a large
extent, ultimately examined at the level of the hambeing, whereby through
predestination, a person’s condition of life, oeets in a person’s life are believed to

be determined or fixed in advance.
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For all intents and purposes, predestination suggesne absence of human free will.
The human being is one of the ontological categofeind in Akan philosophy.
According to Kwame Gyekye, these beings, in ordgpaiency, consist of God, the
deities, the revered-dead, human beings and nathjatts (Gyekye 1995, 75). While
reincarnation, predestination and moral resporisildbuld be understood in terms of
the human being, they have something to do with dtier beings as well. For
instance, in Akan philosophy, it is believed theg tevered-dead may reincarnate, that
God is the architect of human destiny, and thatréwered-dead, the deities or God

may hold a person accountable for his or her astion

In several places in this work, | mention Indiaritate, Indian philosophy or the
Indian conception of reincarnation. | do so for fhepose of comparison. Although
this article is on Akan (which is an African) cuky | do not always compare Akan
beliefs with other African beliefs. | discuss Akaeliefs in connection with Indian
ones because of the striking difference betweentwlte For instance, there is the
belief in the necessity of reincarnation on puretoral grounds in Indian
philosophical thought, a belief which the Akan (gmbably many other African
peoples) do not hold. In Indian thought, a persontsal life determines how he or
she reincarnates, and reincarnation, unlike in Aiaifosophy, also ensures that each

person is morally held accountable in his or hedt lite.

However, the notion of moral responsibility is pisibphically linked to the concept of
determinism (or predestination, more or less) bgseathe rationality of moral
responsibility is predicated on the principle tithe human being acts freely.
Nevertheless, free will appears inconsistent vhthitlea of predestination. It is worth
noting that in the Akan conceptual framework, wimieral responsibility is affirmed,
there is also belief in some form of predestinatisp that these two concepts are not
considered to be mutually exclusive. A person’sahohoices, for instance, are freely
made (and not determined) whether or not one isevmd to be reincarnated.
Therefore the doctrines of predestination and fne, which are key religious
beliefs, have philosophical underpinnings. Besidest like reincarnation, they are

objects of philosophical reflection.

! | do not suggest that Indian philosophy may neteha position similar to this.
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Reincarnation suggests a continuation of an indafigand, sometimes, of his or her
life pattern or goals) in a future existence. Hoarevhis suggestion entails logical and
practical problems, such as how actions in two epdives could practically belong
to the same person; and how, if that is possihke atleged reincarnated person could
be held responsible for the actions performed hy @i her in the previous life. If he
or she cannot be held responsible this way, hotifiptsle would it be to claim that:
first, a person really comes back into the worlccémtinue a life; and, second, the
principle that a person must always be held resplenfor his or her actions ought to
be upheld? | argue in this article that the Akanocagptions of reincarnation and moral

responsibility suffer this confusion and cannotbasistently held.

Belief in reincarnation presupposes belief in thpacity of the human being or, to be
more specific, part of the human being to live beaeath. In many cultures and
religions across the world in which reincarnatisrpbstulated - such as the African
cultures of Chagga, Lodagaa and Ga (Mbiti 1989,),15the ancient Greeks
(Republi¢ Bk 10), Hindus (Kamath 2008, 68-70) and Incasb@®990, 19) - there
seems to be a projection of the philosophical cphoédualism, that is, the idea that
a person has two different but inter-dependenspadmely, body and soul, and that
the body perishes at death but the soul surviveghdéThis idea is, in Western
thought, very much associated with Pla@hgedd and Descartes (1962).

Belief in the duality of persons is also found ikah philosophy, wheraipadua
(body) andokra (soul) are distinguished. However, thiera, in addition to its being
invisible, is believed to contain another invisilelatity calledsunsunyspirit) (Gyekye
1995, 98). Nevertheless, not all Akan philosopherderstandsunsumand okra in
invisible terms. Kwasi Wiredu (1983, 120) and Safiwame (2004, 345-346) think
that the two entities are rather ‘quasi-physicéét what all these philosophers appear
to have in common is the understanding that Akamkérs conceive of thékra as
immortal. Gyekye (1995, 98) mentions in passing tha Akan belief in the soul’s

immortality provides for the possibility of reinceation - and this is a view that |

2 Although Mbiti reports these peoples as purportingelieve in reincarnation, his own analysis
within the broad framework of African cultural bef leads him to the conclusion that there is
really no belief in reincarnation as such in Afiddought (Mbiti 1989, 83).
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share and seek to defend in this work. The poirthas in the Akan context where
human survival takes the form of the soul, only(the soul) can logically be

associated with post-mortem ‘human’ activity or nfiestation.

In this article, | explore whether or not reincaroa in Akan thought is driven by
some conditions - conditions that necessitatedtaimence - and the extent to which
the life of a person believed to have reincarnageiifluenced by such a necessity.
The purpose of this undertaking is to help explhi@ concept of predestination in
relation to reincarnation, and the extent to wtaahalleged reincarnated person could

be morally held responsible.

Reincar nation in Akan Philosophical Thought
Some prominent African scholars including Bolajpwl (1963, 187) and John Mbiti
(1989, 83) have argued strongly against the passimesence of belief in
reincarnation in African philosophical thought. Yrsuggest that spirits of the revered
dead (or ‘the living-dead’, to adopt Mbiti's degation) are believed, in African
ontology of invisible beings, to live permanently the world of spirits; and, as a
result, cannot be said to return to earth in thdids of new-born babies. There is,
they conclude, no reincarnation as such in Afritamught. They propose what they
call “partial reincarnation” instead - that is, tidea that some characteristics of a dead
person are taken up by a baby. The understandinchwhese scholars have of the
concept of reincarnation is, in any case, quitesisdent with the meaning implicit in
the original Latin conception of reincarnation eegsed linguistically age (“again”)
and incanare (“to enter into the body”) (Onyewuenyi 1996, 16owever, in my
encounter with Akan thinkers and culture, | havenecacross beliefs and ideas that

call to question the position of Idowu and Mbitieftplain why shortly).

In Akan language, there is no single word to déschelief in reincarnation, even
though many Akan speakers would admit its presemdéeir culture. One of my
discussants mentioneiks asan abato describe the phenomenon of reincarnation.

This expression means “having gone and come adai& similar vein, a person who

% Interview with Opanin Ado of Kumasi.
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is believed to have returned to earth after hisesrdeath may be calledabio(“one
who has returned”). In this regard, someone wheigved to have returned is said to
have ba bio (“come again”). In relation to Idowu and Mbiti, thgh, one can

anticipate that both of them would reject the itte#t a living-dead caba bia

Nevertheless, in some Akan conceptions, the appearaf characteristics of a living-
dead in a child seems not to be viewed as “parbalt’ somehow full reincarnation,
although belief in the continuous existence oflthieg-dead in the spiritual realm is
still held. There is, apparently, belief in reination in Akan thought, although
Idowu and Mbiti would be correct in observing tisath a belief is inconsistent with
the idea of the permanent existence of the liviagetin the spiritual realm. An Akan
male adult cited to me the case of his own son wherhelieved to be a reincarnation
of his father (the son’s grandfathéfJhe son, among other forms of behaviour, looks
after his father’s (the discussant’s) interests sochetimes speaks to him with the
authority which a father has over his son. Thig thscussant believed, was an

indication of the rebirth of his father.

Another reason why Idowu and Mbiti's denial of leélin reincarnation may be
incorrect is the Akan belief that people who diematurely, especially those who are
in the process of doing good things - things thiltakange the fortunes of the family
for the better, but die before the completion afseh activities or projects - may come
back. This is in spite of the fact that such peop#s/ not be quite old at all.

Nevertheless, belief in reincarnation in Akan thuougjffers from those found in other
cultures, especially in non-African cultures suslhtlge Indian ond For instance, P.T.

Raju (1971, 52-53) argues that the belief whichakl in Indian thought that a moral
agent must enjoy or suffer the consequences obthiser actions is the basis for
reincarnation in that culture. This point suggebist ordinarily, so far as one acts
morally or immorally in this world, one would netalreturn to this world after one’s

death in the manner determined by the consequeoicese’s actions in one’s

* Interview with Opanin Kofi Agyei of Nhyeayeso.

® Speaking of the culture of the Indians (as a mdplnot to suggest that there is a monolithic
religious tradition in India. However, what is abdwoi be attributed to India in this paragraph
is largely true of all of them.



Reincarnation, Predestination and M oral Responsibility: Critical I ssuesin Akan Philosophy 111

previous life. This is a simplified meaning of thidctrine of karma In Akan
philosophy, however, many people (moral agentsh sixcthose who do not become
part of the (revered) living-dead or do not die rpa¢urely will never experience
reincarnation. In this sense, while in Indian thaugeincarnation is, generally, a
required experience for every human being, it ishee necessary nor open to every
Akan.

In Akan thought, with regard to those who are helieto be returned living-dead or
to have died prematurely, it seems that reincasnasi conceived of as a good way of
making sense of both the death and whole life & teceased. It is meant,
respectively, to provide for the continuous enjopief some forms of goodness
exhibited in the past and for the completion d libn earth) as sanctioned by God. It
is not necessarily meant, therefore, to providegportunity for a morally bad person
to become virtuous in the next life. This is whyeomust look carefully at Sheikh
Lugman Jimoh’s comment that “One reason advancedobye sections of African
people to justify the need for reincarnation istthaaffords the deceased another
opportunity to right his wrong thereby improvingethvorld of the living” (Jimoh
2012, 92). Given that he does not explain furthieatthe means by “right his wrong”,
one cannot be sure whether his observation isofrtlee Akan. If by “right his wrong”
he implies an opportunity for each “reincarnated@trgon to correct his or her bad
ways, his observation is not applicable to the Aganple. Indeed, it is quite difficult
to attribute to the Akan this notion of “right higrong” given, also, that dying
prematurely, for instance in the middle of chandimg lot of one’s family, cannot be
regarded as a wrong act that requires to be mgte What appears to be bad here is
the time of death, which the deceased is not eggect have determined. With regard
to the living-dead, the question of “righting” théiwrongs” does not quite arise
because they are believed to have generally livedhlly good lives, and are as such

good people already.

Reincarnation is only possible after one goesuthinodeath. Consequently, it would
be appropriate to make a few comments about deatAkan thought. Death is
believed to be caused by Gddyame. But the idea that God performs this activity

raises questions in the mind of Offiong Asuquo.dbserves:
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The problem with this view is that it does not eplwhether it is God
who causes premature and undesirable deaths subbszscaused by
suicide, violence, accidents and drowning. Morepveill God
deliberately inflict such pains and sorrows thatbeoften brings when
He is seen as a loving father? (Asuquo 2011, 174).

In Akan thought, God is believed to take away ife df a human being at old age,
however conceived.This is why a person who dies prematurely, sahighor her
youthful days, would be deemed not to have diedtutadly”;” the suspicion,
sometimes, being that such a person was killedifir@piritual means by some other
human(s). Such a cause of death is considerediabpeden, as Gyekye (1995, 80)
notes about some other deaths, the empirical caudssgified are not seen as
adequate. Nevertheless, there are unnatural d#ahsare regarded as bad: self-
inflicted deaths (all forms of suicide) and deathat occur through accidents and
violence are regarded as bad deathtsfgwug that are not caused by God. Bad
deaths also include ones that occur through liglatreontrary to Mbiti’s thinking that
they are caused by God (Mbiti 1989, 151). Besides tree should fall on a person,
his or her death would be regarded as bad. Thisosadeath is correctly described by
Gyekye as not traceable to God, adding that itcctel caused by “any of the lesser
spirits or ancestral spirits” (Gyekye 1995, 78)rtRarmore, since these deities and the
living-dead are believed to kill often as punishimesmme Akan thinkers suggest that
those who suffer deaths caused by these beinggeperally, die bad deaths will not
reincarnate. However, there does not seem to nbe @ny really strong reason why
such people should not reincarnate, given at ldstthey are yet to complete their
terms of life. Some Akan thinkers, nonethelessertaih the idea that some such

people can also reincarnéte.

Concerning Asuquo’s question as to why a loving Gamlld “deliberately inflict
pains and sorrows” on human beings through deasuddo 2011, 174), it may be
admitted that it is, indeed, painful to lose a hanbeing, especially if he or she is

good or close to us. In some sense, Asuquo’s aquestppears to touch on the

® Although it is difficult to put numbers to the @lef old age, some philosophers have attempted to d
so. Kwame Gyekye states that there is talk of glelahen people live “at least into their
fifties” (Gyekye 1996, 163).

" By “natural” | mean consistent with the originaéams and time of death sanctioned by Guygh(ne.

8 Nana Kwaku Manu of Abrepo is an example.
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problem of inconsistency in divine attributes. Heee since this question is posed
partly in an effort to understand the conceptiondefth in the African culture, it

would be appropriate to interrogate the questiodeaith further.

The physical occurrence of death is painful tolifieg because, first, someone who
is dear to them can no more be seen, found or e€adt least, directly). In another
breath, the pain felt by the living is sometimesszal by their inability to come to the
aid of the departing person, that is, to prevesihiher death. Mbiti puts it thus:

..., death is a monster before whom man is utterlpléss. Relatives

watch a person die, and they cannot help him esdap#h. It is an

individual affair in which nobody else can intedeor intervene. This

is the height of death’s agonies and pain, for wiitere is neither cure

nor escape, as far as African concepts and rebgene concerned
(Mbiti 1989, 154).

Mbiti’'s position has to be carefully examined innoection with how he conceives
the causes of death in African thought. He ideggtifihe following as the causes of
death: magic, human fore-acceptance of death (psegsed in myths), sorcery,
witchcraft, the living-dead and other spirits (Mb989, 151), and makes the
following remarks:

Even when God may be seen as the ultimate causkeaih, other

intermediary agents may be brought into the pictarsatisfy people’s

suspicions and provide a scapegoat ... This meansattfzough death

is acknowledged as having come into the world amained there

ever since, it is unnatural and preventable orp#rsonal level because

it is always caused by another agent. If that agehhotcauseit, then

the individual would not die. Such is the logic asdch is the

philosophy concerning the immediate functioning d#ath among
human beings (Mbiti 1989, 151-152).

The idea that death is “unnatural” and “always eauby another agent” (at the
personal level) seems to proceed from the assumptiat African thinkers always
trace the immediate cause of death to fellow huenearcept that they would, in the
final analysis, suggest that God caused that dé#dkvever, this is not the case in
Akan thought. For, at least, people who die atagdé and not in a “bad” way are
deemed, even in the immediate sense, to have diedatly and by the act of God. It

is also not the case that such deaths are “praveiitaBesides, the danger in
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classifying all deaths as immediately unnaturathist it may be misunderstood by
some to constitute grounds for the human beindfecdity in coming to terms with
the phenomenon of death. However, the idea of timaturalness of all deaths is not

supported, at least in Akan thought.

Nevertheless, an Akan philosopher, J.B. Danquadg Ablds the idea of the un-
naturalness of death for a different reason. HéewriDeath ... is not a natural thing.
Basically, there is no reason why any man, anydyeshould die, barring accidents,
and that death which overtakes us, as we say,e@métural course of life, is not
evidence that life ispent but evidence that something has gone wrong withes
part of the integrated organism” (Danquah 1968,)186cording to him, this is why
among Africans the death of a dear one “causes emmazt, an inexplicable
occurrence for which a visible cause must be fowiher witchcraft or poison or
neglect or fatal disease” (Danquah 1968, 160-1613. quite strange, however, why
the cause of an amazing and inexplicable eventldhmuvisible, assuming Danquah
were not mistaken about the nature of such an eWeistrather likely that an event
really regarded to be inexplicable in African cudtuwould not be explored or
understood with such disregard for metaphysids. dtso questionable that that which
can be physically established (such as death goppdisease or neglect) would be
regarded as inexplicable. Such a death might barded as strange if it is believed,
for instance, that some spirit or spiritual meareswsed to make someone take a
poison, have a fatal disease or neglect a dyingopein this context, the example of
witchcraft is acceptable, but it (witchcraft) istrreally visible/physical as Danquah

portrays it?

Asuquo’s statement that God is the cause of demthfrican thought would make
sense to the Akan thinker only within the conceptitimate cause (as mentioned
above by Mbiti). Such a conception is rationalime@arious ways. In Akan thought,

for example, death caused by God is not only alfudint of the destiny of the person

° In an apparent disagreement with Danquah, Kweskgdin, an Akan religionist, suggests that “... the
African, interprets his world theologically ... inrtes offinal rather than material causes” and
he or she believes that “disease and death aredaltsmately by spirits” (Dickson 1984, 50).
Despite the stated non-physicality of witchcraig effects of it may nonetheless be felt
physically, meaning that the spiritual world hase‘closest possible relationship with the
material world” (Nzeanya 1970, 36). In Akan cultungtchcraft is believed to be a spiritual
power that, among other things, can “cause injaryealth and property” (Sarpong 1974, 46).
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- which his or her soul accepted before coming thte world - but it is also part of
the process necessary for the completion of theralatourse of human livintf. A
person ¢nipa) is expected to come into the world through bidikie, die and
ultimately end up in the world of invisible beinggither in the land of the revered-
dead or just as a wandering soul. It would, thesgefappear inconsistent to settle on
the realities or modalities of death with God -aasecessary condition for entry into
this world and a sufficient condition for a retuim the spiritual realm - and turn
around to ask why God should help us meet thossedgronditions. Nevertheless, if
a person feels now that he or she is no longer adaiile meeting that expectation,
that is, going through the pain of death to redwh gpiritual realm, would it not be
inconsistent to portray a loving God (as done byic®) as the same being who
persistently puts humans through pain®et the reality of death facilitated by God
and its place in the natural, ontological progm@ssaf the human being requires that
he or she honourably attempts to come to terms d@tth and the role it plays in his
or her continual survival. In this broader sensénainan ontology, then, death and
God’s causation of death (and its accompanying)@am understandable to the Akan.
Death is regarded as part of the equation of lifiethe broader sense. Asuquo
acknowledges the transitional function of death, Hmidoes not exhaustively discuss
its relevance to the individual in the African cextt except to state that the lives of
many Africans are “influenced positively” by beliaf this function (Asuquo 2011,
174). He then expresses the following view aboetithing-dead:

The ... point that states that death is a transitidrich involves a

transformation from the physical into the spirituesd the dead continue

to live as ancestors ... is based on beliefs andestitag perceptions

like dreams, visions and hallucinations which carb®independently
or scientifically verified (Asuquo 2011, 174).

| am not quite sure that the mere act of halluangaabout a dead person constitutes
grounds for belief in personal survival: an illug@erception, in every sense, remains
just that. Not even dreams about a dead persontfeadkan to the belief that the
former was actually involved in what was dreamt wtbd-or the dead person’s
involvement to be regarded as credible, it woulgdes®l on the nature of the message

conveyed, which could be assessed in relationlévaat facts about the deceased and

1% ike the Akan, the Anlo also believe that Gddagvy) is the giver of destiny (Gaba 1973, 79).
1 Mbiti suggests that God is loving (Mbiti 1970, 33)
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the world. Such involvement is, at the secondarglleconfirmable by people who are
skilled in indigenous metaphysical modes of enquifyerefore, belief in the

transitional value of death has some empiricalrammdtempirical dimensions.

Predestination in Akan Thought

Predestination, as defined above, may be re-state¢le belief that human actions or
world events and their outcomes (particularly asytlaffect human beings) are
determined in advance. However, it is worth notimat what is believed to determine
things in advance may or may not be God. In Akarugjnt, the idea that all human
actions and experiences are pre-determined - whbth&od or otherwise - is absent.
Rather, the human being has free widl'tfodie). An Akan thinker would therefore
disagree with Baron d’Holbach’s view that from aestific perspective, the human
being is simply a material being who, in accordawié the laws of motion, cannot
help being in constant motion, and that the hun&ngbhas neither free will nor non-
material components such as the soul (d’Holbachl2@hapters IV, VI, VII)'?
Furthermore, Akan reincarnation is not a necessangequence of morality - as it is
in Indian thought (Raju 1971, 52-53) - so the hurbamg is not quite subject to
morality-driven predestination which is implicit the Indian concept dfarma as

simplified above by P.T. Raju.

However, | do not argue that there is no belietha concept of human destiny in
Akan thought. “Destiny” in the Akan languagenikrabea™® The human soulkra),

prior to its inhabiting of the body, is believedtaie a destiny from God regarding the
general aspects of the person’s life such as higpoccupation, as well as the time
and manner of his or her death (Gyekye 1995, 1B}-INevertheless, this belief is
held alongside the conception that the human b&ngational and can choose
between goodp@apd and badlfone). Thus the conception of destiny in Akan moral
thought is consistent with the doctrine of softedetinism, which is the idea that

some things in life are determined, but that th@senot include reason. Yet some

2 He even denies that ancient philosophers, inctufiythagoras and Plato, conceived of the
soul/spirit as “an immaterial substance or one uittextent” (Chapter VII, 54). His work was
originally published in 1886.

13 Find more aboutkrabeain H. Majeed (2014).
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conceptions of soft determinism are inconsisteth Wie Akan outlook, as revealed in
William James’ remarks: “the determinismsard and soft alike, suppresthq
excitement that should accompany our capacity forahchoicé by their denial that
anything is decided here and now, and their dogma that fEhgs were
foredoomed and settled long ago” (James 1884, I8dsvin square brackets

mine).

Soft determinism, as understood by James and edtlin the previous paragraph,
takes away the human element in making things happthis life through deliberate,
free human choices. In Akan thought, however, sdhiegs especially moral
decisions and how quickly one moves toward one’emgiprofession (or succeeds in
that profession) - and for that matter, succeed#dan are not predetermined. Thus
one may be destined to be a successful masonf lomei does not identify one’s
masonry talent early enough, one’s success mayelagatl. Some things in life are
therefore within human control. Consequently, thenhan being is encouraged to lead
a good moral life and to strive for the bettermailis or her own life here and now,

but not to think or behave as if his or her whdte dr moral choices are determined.

Reincarnation and Mor al Responsibility in Akan Thought

Even though according to Akan thought not all husmaiil go through reincarnation,
and one’s moral actions in the previous life do metessarily guarantee one’s rebirth
and status in another life, it is possible to adilether belief in reincarnation may
influence the question of moral responsibility imst thought system. There are
instances in which reincarnation may be regardedicasl. For example, when it
involves a living-dead or some good person who giexmaturely while undertaking
a project meant for the benefit of the family. Intien family, not society, because
reincarnation is a family affair: one can only @mate into one’s family. As a result
of the perceived desirability of this sort of reancation, these returned persons are
well received when they are “identified”. Howeveés,there any connection between
reincarnation and moral responsibility, even as reekon that morality does not
always guarantee reincarnation? For instance, naAkan be held responsible for
anything as a result of the cultural belief in ceimation? Besides, can reincarnation

be a reason why a person may want to act morallyafirmative answer to these
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guestions would, if offered, suggest that reinctionacould influence the conception
of moral responsibility in Akan thought.

Although the forms of reincarnation mentioned ire threceding paragraph are
deemed to be good, it is not the case that reiatiamis cited by an Akan as thelos

of his or her actions. This is in spite of the fdeat individuals believed to have
reincarnated in the manner described in that papgare expected by their family
members to behave in an acceptable way (as wittheds®ut them in their previous
lives). This means that while the performance ofratlp right actions do not
necessitate reincarnation, reincarnation is opgreaiple who act moralf{?. Yet such
people do not act or live in expectation of comiagk into this world. In this sense,
reincarnation does not appear to influence morabteur and, for that matter, does
not form a basis for the determination of morapressibility in Akan thought. Later
in this article | endeavour to find out whethersthittitude toward reincarnation is

justifiable.

What then are the reasons why reincarnation isufaaetl in Akan thought? It seems
to me that a key reason for this is the thinkingt tih ensures some form of justice
(fairness) for the deceased and, to some extemt, family of the deceased.
Concerning the one who died prematurely, his orétrn is believed to enable him
or her to live up to the time originally given iyame(God) when he or she was
about to come into the world for the first time.i§kvay the person gets back the
remaining life-time which he or she was not suppaselose in the previous life. In
the same vein, the family gets some restoratiahan it will have the member back.
The ease with which many Akan thinkers cite thesjis return of a family oriented
person seems to have an underlying motive whicjuite relevant to the point | am
making here, namely, the Akan belief that if thkegdd reincarnated person was
striving in his or her previous life to improve the of the family, his or her return

would serve to actualize the potential which thaifgahad in his or her previous life.

4| do not argue that someone who is incapable tiigenorally at all cannot be reincarnated.
Nevertheless, the concern of this article is maggnts.
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In order to examine further this sense of ensufaimess with respect to belief in
reincarnation, there is need to pay some atteritidhe (proper) identification of the
alleged reincarnated person, as well as the mavethvof his or her actions in his or
her returned life. In this regard, there are pcattand conceptual problems. The
problems start with the identification of the “pem$, which is sometimes done with
the aid of physical traits observed in “that pefdsarhis or her previous life, up to the
time of burial. Yet some Akan thinkers admit thats possible for there to be a
reincarnated person who might not be identifiedberly). This implies that it is
difficult to tell when a moral agent is not reineated. When this admission is
considered in relation to the generally held mai@dtrine that a person ought to be
held responsible for his or her actions, one immedy finds some difficulties in

ensuring fair punishment and reward.

If the Akan are not in a position to tell whether mot every moral agent is a
reincarnated person, it is conceivable that persbosght to be non-reincarnated
might really be unidentified reincarnated persorihis possibility of non-
identification logically opens up the Akan conceptreincarnation to a much wider
interpretation than is ordinarily conceived; fomteans that the Akan are practically
unable to fully account for the lives and moral licgtions of the actions of many
reincarnated persons. Another problem is thatpéeson who died prematurely, such
as the family oriented person, reincarnates toioatwith his or her past life,
achieving successes that he or she was deprivédragxample), then what about the
possibility of this same person suffering in hisher returned life the consequences of

his or her past evil actions, however minor?

In asking the question at the end of the previamsgraph | do not have in mind the
situation in Indian thought, where the level of aliy or immorality engaged in by a
person in a previous life determines the statudéaig) he or she reincarnates into. In
Indian philosophy, for instance, a bad person -eddpmg on the level of his or her
badness - may come back as a slave (that is,af Bbe was already not one), a bird,
fish, reptile, or any other lower animal. Withogsaming this sort of implication, it is
still possible to envisage other forms of punishimithe question posed above were
to be addressed in Akan thought - such as remaiaifguman being but being

punished by the family or other persons whom hgherwronged in the past life. Yet
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this question is not addressed. It is thereforéeqeonfusing, if not contradictory, to
make the continuation of past life - especially gomeone whose life got shortened -
a reason for reincarnation, carrying over to thetride only benefits that are
allegedly due to the person, while denying or sgtaside the possibility of holding
him or her accountable for his or her immoral adidn the previous life. This
appears to be selective and contrary to the dctatéhe moral and juridical principle
held in Akan and, quite possibly, in all other audtl outlooks, that each person ought
to befully held responsible for his or her actions; or that arust reap the fruits of
one’s actions. It is conceptually flawed to holdsttprinciple while apparently

undermining it in the context of reincarnation.

Conclusion

In this article, | have argued that among the Akam, revered-dead and people who
die prematurely while working toward improving ttatal well-being of the family
are believed to reincarnate, contrary to the vigpressed by Idowu (1963) and Mbiti
(1989) that belief in reincarnation is nonexistenAfrican thought. However, while
reincarnation is not necessarily dependent on tbelity of one’s past actions, and
while it is also not postulated as a means of emgunoral responsibility as is the
case in Indian philosophy, the notion of moral megbility is still held on the ground
that the individual’'s moral choices are not detewdi Nevertheless, given that the
individual may or may not be “reincarnated”, and fact that not all “reincarnated”
persons could possibly be identified, | have qoestil the ability of the Akan society
to ensure that moral responsibility and the prilecipf fairness are observed. | have
therefore inferred that the concepts of reincaomatind moral responsibility cannot

be consistently held in Akan philosophy.
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