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Abstract

Several treatises have been written on the foumdtiof African moral systems. A
significant number of them favours the claim these systems are founded on religion, with
the latter providing a justification for the formedthers have taken a contrary position,
denying the supposed necessary causal connectiovedse religion and African moral
systems. This paper neither seeks to support ot @ny of the foundations proposed, but
rather to argue for the thesis that from whicheperspective it is viewed - religious,
humanistic or rationalist - the Yoruba moral systeas strictly consequentialist foundations,
and is hence subsumable under the general congetdigerthical programme. However, the
paper notes that Yoruba consequentialism divengesfisantly from its western counterpart
on the claim that “the end justifies the means fehereas this is true of western
consequentialism, according to Yoruba consequésttiaho evil, however well-intended, can
bring about a good end. The Yoruba oral traditenmj particularly the Yoruba language as
currently spoken and written among the Yoruba peadl southwestern Nigeria, supplies
tools of analysis, while ethical consequentialiswvpdes the theoretical framework.
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Glossary

A se gbe kan kosi; a se pamo lowa Human actions are never with impunity, even ¢iou
they may be hidden.

Bi a ba se rere fun eniyan kukuru, o le je eniyaniga ni yio san pada- The good done to
a short person may be repaid by a tall person.

Ehin/Igbehin - The end or the ultimate end of an individual.
Ehinju/igbehinloju - Personal name meaning “the end is absolute”.
Ehinlanwo - Personal name meaning “we are focused on thmeait end”.

Eni ti o gbin ebu ika, ori omo re ni yio hu le- He/she who sows the seed of wickedness, it
is on his/her children’s head that it will grow.

Esan- Cosmic justice, something akink@armain Hinduism.

Ifa - A medium of divination among the Yoruba.
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lka a to on’ika; rere a ba eni rere - Wickedness will follow the wicked; goodness will
follow the (morally) good.

Ise 'oogun ise- Hard work is the antidote for poverty.
lwa - Personal character.

Iwa buburu/buruku/iwa ibaje - bad/negative character.
Iwa I'esin - Character is religion.

lwa I'ewa - Character is beauty.

lwa I'oro - Character is wealth.

Iwa ni bani de saree, owo/ola ko je nkan fun ni Character is what follows one to the grave
(as the route to the after-life); money/wealthfiso help to one.

lwa rere - Good character.

Odu ika-wori - A verse inlfa literary corpus.

Odu Irosun-Obara - A verse inlfa literary corpus.
Odu Ogbeate- A verse inlfa literary corpus.

Orisa bi o gbe mi, fi mi sile bi o se ba mi If the deity will not profit me in any way, let
him/her not let go of me worse than he met me.

Orun apaadi - Equivalent of the Christian “hell”.

Orun rere - Equivalent of the Christian “heaven”.

Rere ati ika, ikan ko ni gbe- Good and bad, none shall be lost.

Rere I'ope, ika ko sunwon- only (moral) goodness pays, wickedness is redgant.

Bi omode ba dupe ore ano, a gba mi If a child shows gratitude for the favour reesv
yesterday, he/she shall surely receive another.

Introduction

The search for a theoretical foundation of Africanral systems forms one of the earliest
attempts at establishing a philosophy that is auib&ly African, both in perspective and
content. It forms one of the basic kernels of digse in the African philosophical evolution
set in motion in the writings of such African sclia as J.S. Mbiti (1969), Akin Makinde
(1988) and Kwasi Wiredu (1981). The controversy agthese scholars arose from the
declaration of Mbiti (1969) that Africans existanreligious universe. Makinde (1988) takes
this to mean that a system of morality based ocafr cultural beliefs must have a religious

foundation. Among other supporters of this claine akwolalu and Dopamu (1979).
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However, this position has been rejected by Afrisaholars such as Wiredu (1980, 1981),
Omoregbe (1989) and Oluwole (1984-1985).

The present paper is not intended to contributéhé controversy mentioned above: it is
neither a defence nor a rebuttal of any of the psed foundations of African moral systems.
Instead, it argues that from whatever perspectives iviewed - religious (Mbiti 1969),
humanistic (Wiredu 1981) or rational (Oluwole 19B2B5) - traditional Yoruba morality has
a teleological foundation, that is, it focuses ba end-product of actions/inactions of moral
agents. As such, it is subsumable under the gemeradequentialist ethical programme.
However, the paper notes that Yoruba consequesttialiiverges significantly from its
western counterpart on the claim that “the endfjastthe means”; for whereas this is true of
western consequentialism, according to Yoruba auestialism no evil, however well-

intended, can bring about a good end.

In view of the foregoing observations, the papakseo achieve three principal objectives.
First, it seeks to identify the essential charactesstit Western teleological ethical theory.
Second it reviews some of the literature on Yoruba ethiwith a view to arriving at a
classification of the Yoruba moral system by payspgcial attention to the debate on the
religiosity or otherwise of African moral systenisird, in the light of the foregoing review,

it seeks to illustrate how the Yoruba moral systeam be subsumed under the general
consequentialist conceptual scheme. The Yorubatadition, and particularly the Yoruba
language as presently spoken and written among dheba of south-west Nigeria, supplies

the tools of analysis, while ethical consequersialprovides the theoretical framework.

An Outline of Consequentialist Ethics

As Shaw (2007, 5) notes, “philosophers use the teomsequentialism’ to identify a general
way of thinking about right and wrong and therebgvide a convenient label for a whole
family of theories or possible theories in normatethics.” Consequentialism is an academic
conglomerate of ethical theories bound by a comelam that the effect of actions is all
there is to the determination of right and wrongadiact. Also called teleologism (from the
Greek wordtelos meaning “end”), consequentialism refers to thoseaintheories that hold
that the outcome of a particular action forms thsi® of any valid moral judgement about it.
Thus on a consequentialist account, a morally ragtiton is one which produces desirable
results. In other words, consequentialism embothes practice of considering the end-
product of actions to determine the moral worthtleé said actions. According to Shaw
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(2007, 5), “when consequentialists affirm that ttesults or consequences of an action
determine whether it is right or wrong, they hamemind, more specifically, the value of
those results.” Hence desirability and undesirghibeing values of the results of actions, are
the determinants of rightness or wrongness of @astioThus what distinguishes
consequentialist from non-consequentialist ethitalories is the insistence that when it
comes to rightness or wrongness, nothing mattershieuresults of our actions (Shaw 2007,
5).

Since we are not here concerned with assessing atltequacy or otherwise of
consequentialism, it is sufficient to note, frone tforegoing account, that consequentialism
presupposes the belief that all morally relevatipas have antecedent reasons why they are
carried out. This reason or set of reasons is \deineterms of what to expect should the
action be executed. No actions, capable of beiags@d or blamed from a moral point of
view, come forth arbitrarily. Moral actions are sgmus actions, and as such, are value-
laden. Among other things, this implies an ultimaéuction of all moral statements to some
sort of conditionals exemplifiable in a schema sashX does Y because Z, where X is a
moral agent, Y is the action performed, and Z thicgated consequence of Y. The claim
central to the consequentialist mode of thinkinghat the moral permissibility of Y is
conditional upon its tendency to produce Z, whens 2 sufficient quantum of an outcome
which has positive value, irrespective of X’s meahachieving this outcome. This is what is
meant when consequentialism is laconically desdribe the principle of “the end justifies
the means” (Oke and Esikot 1999, 95).

Consequentialists are not in agreement concermagature of the outcomes that morally
praiseworthy actions ought to produce. Egoism, afe the earliest variants of
consequentialism, construes the end to which atbityoright actions ought to aim in terms
of self-interest. Whether in its psychological fofthe view that all individualare selfish in
everything that they do) or in its ethical formgthormative view that regardless of how
people do in fact behave, they have no obligattodda anything except what is in their own
interest) (Rachels 1971), egoism extols sedf above others. Hence, in the egoist ethical
programme, what is right is that which promotesti§ies or enhances self-interest, whether
or not it has a negative effect on others. The emsw of egoism is altruism, the claim that the
consequence of morally right actions ought to leeititerest of others. There is no consensus
among philosophers as to which of the two thedredter appeals to us from a moral point of

view as sentient beings.
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Utilitarianism is another ethical theory that peggtness or wrongness of actions on their
consequences. In fact, Dreier (2007, p.xi) thinkdgsi fair to say that the concept of
consequentialism is an abstraction from utilitagsem While egoism restricts the
consequences of actions to only the self, utibf@sm extends them beyond self to other
people, albeit not to all people but rather tortegority of people. Mill (1979, 7), one of the
co-founders of utilitarianism, defines the ethittaory as that which “holds that actions are
right in proportion as they tend to promote hapg#nevrong as they tend to produce the
reverse of happiness.” Often referred to as thatgst happiness principle, utilitarianism
holds that actions are right if they produce theatgst happiness to the greatest number of
people in the society (lluyomade 2004, 76). By ‘hiapss”, Mill (1979, 7) means “pleasure
and the absence of pain”, whereas “unhappiness’hsnaain and privation of pleasure”.
This has led scholars to the classification of Wlitheory as “hedonistic utilitarianism”. It is
informative to note that the two variants of uéitienism, namely, act-utilitarianism and rule-
utilitarianism, have both been criticised for netjieg the happiness of the minority (Shaw
2007, 11).

Other consequentialist theories abound, includingdonism, eudemonism, and
contractarianism (lluyomade 2004, 76). As evidenthe foregoing discussion, a common
theme running through these theories is the emphasi the effects of actions, which
determine the difference between right and wrongomas. This theme, it should be
emphasised, differentiates consequentialist efhies its deontological counterpart. In sharp
contrast to consequentialism, deontological ethigisls that at least some acts are morally
obligatory regardless of their consequences for drumwelfare (Encyclopeedia Britannica
2010). The determination of the better out of th@seethical theories is beyond the scope of
this paper, which sets out to demonstrate thattthditional Yoruba ethical system is
subsumable under consequentialist ethics. Befesehbwever, we review some literature on
the foundations of traditional African moral sysgeof which traditional Yoruba ethics is an

instance.

Foundations of Traditional African Moral Systems

Perhaps the first attempt at a comprehensive ataafuthe foundations of African moral
systems is that in Mbiti'sAfrican Religions and Philosoph{1969). Mbiti makes an
interesting observation about the nature of Africaaral systems, namely, that they are

irredeemably religious in approach. The summaryigfindings is as follows:
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According to African peoples, man lives in a redigg universe, so that natural
phenomena and objects are intimately associateld @tid. They not only
originate from Him, but also bear witness to Himams understanding of
God is strongly coloured by the universe of whichinnis himself a part. Man
sees in the universe not only the imprint but #feection of God; and whether
that image is marred or clearly focused and defiitasl nevertheless an image
of God, the only image known to African society (Mi969; quoted in
Makinde 1988, 2).

Makinde (1988) infers certain consequences astaiae from Mbiti’'s hypothesis:

First, we can derive from it the view that religiplays a great role in the lives
of the peoples. Perhaps a more general deductan this is that since,
according to Mbiti, the Africans live in a religiswniverse, then, all their
activities must be influenced by one kind of redigior the other. From this, it
can be more specifically stated that an Africartesysof morality, based on
African cultural beliefs, must have a religious ridation. This claim is
perfectly consistent with the idea of an Africatigieus universe (Makinde
1988, 2).

Makinde seems to be more sympathetic to Mbiti'sith@bout the religious foundations of
African culture than to its rival view; for Makindeever rigidly opposes the possibility of
God being theoretically paradigmatic of moral ideaAs he notes, “in so far as reason can
neither prove that God exists or not, it cannotbeoffence against reason to postulate that
God, as a perfect, benevolent and the highest gmadts and then trace the origin of our
morality to His will and ideal of moral perfection. afterall 6ic), there is nothing
objectionable in an obedience to the Biblical imjion ‘love thy neighbour as thyself”
(Makinde 1988, 8). Consequently, it is reasonablenter from the foregoing that Makinde

is, in fact, in support of the religious foundasoof African moral systems.

The noted difficulty in reference to Makinde’s attle above does not arise with regard to
some other African scholars. To give some examd®yu (1962), Busia (1954), and
Awolalu and Dopamu (1979) have all expressed theteptance of the view that African
moral systems have a religious bases. Idowu (1B462), writing about the Yoruba people of
Nigeria, regards morality asertainly the fruit of religion. Similarly, Awolalu and Dopau
(1979, 212) write to the effect that morality ig meerely a human invention, but an offspring
of religion. The import of these scholars’ argumenthat in Africa, religion and morality,
like Siamese twins, are inextricable, with the fermroviding a basis and justification for the
latter. In the opinion of Bewaji (2006, 397), thatade displayed by the foregoing scholars is
attributable to the academic influence of theirefgn mentors such as G.E. Parrinder, R.S.

Rattray, and A.B. Ellis on their understandingloé African morality.
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Taken at face value, nothing seems to be inherewmtbyng with religion being a basis for
morality, if by this relationship derogation is niotended. Religion and morality are not
mutually exclusive: religion, especially in Africaglps to encourage individuals to make
correct moral choices as a way of courting frienddationships with Deity and other
spiritual beings. Thus, in Africa, religion is impant, not as the foundation of morals, but as
an instrument for ensuring the welfare of the indlial and that of the society (Bewaji 2006,
397). To say that African moral systems are patjiotdly religious is to miss this point.
Wiredu espouses the independence of morality diglam in traditional African ethics in the

following words:

What is morally good is what befits a human beihg what is decent for a
man - what brings dignity, respect, contentmenbsperity, joy, to man and
his community. And what is morally bad is what lgsnmisery, misfortune,
and disgrace. Of course, immoral conduct is heldeaohateful to God, the
Supreme Being, and even to the lesser gods. Buthikeght is not that
something is good because God approves of it,dther that God approves of
it because it is good in the first place - a digiom which, as Socrates noted in
the context of a different culture, does not corasilg to every pious mind
(Wiredu 1980, 6).

What Wiredu articulates above has been dubbeduh®histic foundation of African moral
systems. Nevertheless, if this is what is meantbyality in the African context, it is not to
be divorced from religion. After all, no living iglon ever denies cherished notions such as
human dignity and the obligation to promote thefarel of fellow humans. However, this is
not the point which those scholars who considegiml to be the foundation of traditional
African moral systems are making. What they meahas morality is subservient to religion

- something akin to the former being a slave ofi#itier.

Nevertheless, the antagonists of the religious dations of traditional African moral
systems have not completely relegated to the baokeb the role of religion in morality. In
their view, religion may play some sort of rolet blefinitely not a pivotal one. For instance,
Gbadegesin (1991, 82) maintains that Africans (@agrly Yoruba) "are very pragmatic in
their approach to morality, and although religioaynserve them as a motivating force, it is
not the ultimate appeal in moral matters.” Simylafluwole (1984-1985) asserts: “for the
Yoruba, the gods are agents of moral sanction rathan authorities whose moral
prescriptions man must obey.” The implication oistis that, in Africa, moral codes of
conduct are not the inventions of the gods, butesthe gods are interested in human affairs,
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they help supervise man’s compliance with theseesahd appropriately punish deviance

from them. Bewaji summarises the anti-religiousibas follows:

The injunctions of morality, insofar as they ardated to religion in the

African environment, will be found to be motivateby humanistic

considerations. Thus, the invocation of the Supr&mieg, the divinities, the
ancestors, and other forces in moral matters isnlgnantended to lend

legitimacy, through an already available reinforeetmechanism, to what is
often taken for granted as morally obligatory inmanistic sense. Being
morally upright is not a matter of pleasing the ematural forces as it is of
promoting human welfare (Bewaji 2006, 398-399).

Scholars are often oblivious to the fact that bg kmge, the differences in opinion regarding
the foundations of traditional African moral systeare explicable in terms of the diversity
of cultural milieus in a geographical entity call&éffica. More often than not, they talk about
Africa without paying attention to the cultural drgity among African societies, however
minute it might be, that exists side by side witbkit obvious commonality. Consequently, it
is arguably more expedient for scholars to bearn gsarchlight on a specific moral system
as practised by a particular African ethnic grotibis will afford African scholars and their

counterparts elsewhere interested in studying Afrimorality a clearer theoretical vision of
the nuances that pervade moral systems as obskoredne African society to another. In

tandem with this approach, we attempt, in whaofel, an illustration of the consequentialist
foundations of the traditional Yoruba moral systefhe Yoruba ethic is chosen not only
because the researcher is himself a Yoruba, bot@&sause it is the system with which he is

most familiar.

The Traditional Yoruba Moral System as an Instanceof Consequentialist
Ethics

In an important sense, the central issue in alicaetitheories is an attempt to answer the
guestion, “Why be moral?” (Oke 1988; Omoregbe 1989eshile 2002). This question
points to a concern found in the vast majority oltwes in the world, so that an exception
seems to be unthinkable. According to Oke (1988, tB@ question, “Why be moral?” entails
two distinct questions. On the one hand is the tipres‘What are the purposes - social and
individual - which morality is intended to servg@ke 1988, 80). This is a question on how
the institution of morality came about in humanistyc Oke (1988, 80) poses the question in
another form: “What are the causes - social, palitipsychological, philosophical, religious,

etc., in general, the circumstances of human lifghich gave rise to the institution and
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theories of morality?” The second sense of the tipress when it is asked as a self-directed
inquiry: “Why should | be moral?” In this form, thguestion becomes a demand for the
ultimate justification for the persuasion to actrally (Oke 1988, 80). In other words, it is

the quest for the foundation of morality - the famental reason behind the general

desirability to act in accordance with a stipulasetlof moral principles.

The present section is an attempt to provide amatianswer to the second question, and to
do this within the context of the Yoruba traditibmaoral system. The aim of this section,
therefore, is to argue that the traditional Yorapeswer to the question, “Why should | be
moral?” is rooted in the consideration of ta#ectof human actions and inactions as the
standard of moral rightness or wrongness. Put réiffity, the section argues for a

consequentialist basis for the necessity of moralithe traditional Yoruba ethical system.

Yoruba morality is, perhaps, one of the most weldgd in Africa. A consensus seems to
have been arrived at among scholars about the matiowa (character) being the most
important moral concept among the Yoruba langupgealers (Idowu 1962; Abiodun 1983;
Oke 1988; Oyeshile 2002; Ogundeji 2010). Beside&gtiwa also takes a critical position in
Yoruba hermeneutics, aesthetics, theology and agyol “Sayings such aswa I'ewa
(character is beautyjwa I'esin (character determines how religious one is); aval I'oro
(character is wealth) testify loudly to this” (Ogle)i 2010). What is left undone, however, is
the utilisation of this concept as a paradigm fesessing the ethical system of the Yoruba:

this is what we attempt to do in this section.

Within the Yoruba moral context, there are two ®ypef iwa (character).iwa rere
(good/positive character) andva buburu/iwaburuku/iwa ibaje (bad/negative character).
Sometimes, howeveiwa is used to mean good character. Hence, the Yomibaay iwa
'ewa omo eniyar(*a person’s real beauty consists in his/her attarg). This implies that a
person with good character, however ugly he/she bbeays morally beautiful, while his/her
counterpart with bad character, although he/she leaghysically attractive, is thought of as
morally repulsive. The Yoruba, in this case, walof the former person that he/she ivees
(character) whereas the latter does not.

Now, the question is, what is the natureiw that makes the Yoruba hold it in such high
esteem in their ethical programme? This questioseldom asked, let alone answered, by
scholars, who often appear satisfied by the mgmaa@bgical derivation of the term and its

diverse interpretations among the Yoruba linguistienmunity. According to Oke (1988,
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96), iwa is “rated above all other valuable things, sudht #h person who has all the other
valuable things and opportunities of life but lagjed character or morbkingnesswhich

is the essence of proper human existence, will eodiman later forfeit all his material
possessions which would not let him be moral.” @yes(2002, 93-94) cites a myth as
contained inlfa literary corpus on hovDrunmila® when seeking success, was advised to
marry iwa, and how the marriage yielded lofty successes. ifi@ication of this, in the
words of Ogundeji (2010), is that “it is througlettritical lens ofwa that genuine success in
life, including the after-life, is determined; hendt is said thatwa nii bani de saree;
owo/ola ko je nnkan funnrt character is what follows one to the grave (a&srtute to the
after-life); money/wealth is of no help to one (iie the matter of the journey to the after-
life).”

It is worth noting that the concept of the hereaféad its division into heaven and hell, was
not foreign to the Yoruba mind prior to the arriwdlthe missionaries. There is evidence that
the concepts oDrun Rere(Good Heaven or simply “Heaven”) adtun Apaadi(Heaven of
Potsherds) had been in use before the first Euroseapped into Africa, so that it is
misleading to suggest that the Yoruba concept®gfter-life is due to the influence of Islam
and Christianity (Dopamu and Alana 2004, 170) him ¢pinion of Dopamu and Alana (2004,
170), the general lack of clarity as to the loaataf the duo notwithstanding, “there are
sufficient hints to believe that the good go to deod Heaven of the ancestors, divinities,

and God while the wicked go to the Heaven of Patshe

The foregoing reflections seem to suggest ithat as the highest moral virtue in the Yoruba
value system, is never courted for its own sake réther for its pragmatic purposes. These
pragmatic ends can be thought of in terms of baateral and non-material benefits accruing
to the moral agent himself/herself and to others ¥elti under the direct or indirect influence

of his/her action. Hence Oyeshile writes:

We can say that people obey moral laws to enjoybtreefits of morality on
the one hand and to avoid sanctions that accomganyiolation of such

! Orunmila is a mythical personality believed by theruba to possess a perfect measure of wisdomisHe
reputed to be the founder of thfa divination, which is a major medium through whittte Yoruba find out
about what they need to know. A detailed workifancan be found in Wande Abimbolas Exposition of Ifa
Literary Corpus (Ibadan: Oxford University Press, 1977). Other kgoby the same author includé
Divination Poetry(New York: NOK Publishers, 1977), aikteen Great Poengsliamey, UNESCO, 1975).
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moral rules, on the other hand. In talking aboutdbiés, the individual tries to
be prudent in his actions. He also takes actionsalmnexpeditious basis
depending on the situation he finds himself in. Wadathis points to is that
human well-being in the form of individual intereahd societal interest,
constitutes the main rationale for being moral (€ye 2002, 95).

It is intuitively warranted to conclude, contrary $ome scholars’ opinion, that a morally
upright lifestyle is never sought for its own sakais conclusion looks similar to the Biblical
declaration: “I have not said to Jacob’s descerglaBeek me in vain™ (Isaiah 45: 19b). The
person who pursues moral ideals does so for higver self-interest. This point has been
aptly argued by Oke (1988, 79), who concludes ‘$elf-interest, when properly understood,
is the only ultimately rational basis for persu@denyone to be morally committed in any
context.” The Yoruba, like Socrates, believe thaisiignorance that makes people act
contrary to moral injunctions, for were they addglyainformed about the consequences of
their actions/inactions, the urge to act wronglyuldohave been reduced to its barest
minimum. Makinde (1988, 13-14) vividly capturessttin his analysis oDdu Ika-Wor?,
where he contends that “an evil done to othersis\al done to oneself.” Evidence for this

can be found in several traditional Yoruba sayings.

In seeking to properly understand the placeived in the Yoruba moral universe, it is
instructive to consider the role esan(roughly rendered “cosmic justice”). Interpretiagan

as vengeance/retribution may not fully capturecitmceptual intricacies; for whereas the
latter connotes punishment inflicted in return #@rwrong, the former embodies both
punishment and reward, depending on one’s chardésamis that which a moral agent
receives as a consequence of his/her moral dedds. niay be pleasant or otherwise,
depending on the agent’s character. The Yorubapadbhat whatever a man sows, that he
shall reap. According to themere ati ika, ikan ko ni gb€“good and bad, none shall be
lost”). Good begets good; evil begets evil. To abwinegative consequences accrued to evil
deeds, the Yoruba are emphatic aways doing good. Thus they sakere lo pe; ika ko
sunwon(“moral goodness pays; wickedness is unpleasafitipther way of stating this is to
say that the moral commitment to doing good getgdtional impetus from the benefits it

offers as necessary consequences.

An important feature oésan(roughly rendered “cosmic justice”) is its inesahje character.

This is a natural fruit of the belief thasanshould be left to Olodumare, an impartial judge,

2 0du Ika-Woriis a verse in Abimbola’fa literary corpus(1977).
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who not only sees all, but also knows all: “The Muma are very conscious of divine
judgement, hence, they keep the ethical normsefsdtiety so that they may not be found
wanting” (Dopamu and Alana 2004, 158). Consequetitly possibility of doing evil with
impunity is eradicated within the Yoruba ethicarfrework. To the Yoruba, secrecy does not
confer immunity on evil deeds, hence they will sape gbe kan ko si, a se pamo lowa
(“human actions never enjoy moral impunity, eveoutjh they may be hidden.”) Similarly,
the Yoruba believe that the good done to othersahaay of returning to the doer or his/her
family. It is not the case, however, that the mation comes primarily from what Oke (1988,
90) refers to as “canal interests of here and ndwt,for long-term profitable consequences

that transcend earthly existence and the actingtage

One may infer from the preceding paragraph thatrikeiba moral outlook does not consist
in the gratification of the agent’s immediate iet&s. Nevertheless, by no means should this
be interpreted as an outlook with no end in vievalatfor while they frown on doing good
for its immediate benefits, the Yoruba acknowletige divine guarantee that the good done
to others is never lost. They hold that in mostesast is the agent’s close social circle,
especially his/her children, who get the deservealgrbial “another” for one good turn
earlier done, not necessarily by the recipientthefgood, but through other channels set in
motion by providence. Evidence of this can be foumthe Yoruba saying thai a ba se rere
fun eniyan kukuru, o le je eniygiga lo maa san padéthe good done to a short person may
be repaid by a tall person”). On the other han&, ¢vil done to others will also be
appropriately paid back in due time: “This is wimeg tYoruba sayEni ti o gbin ebu ika, ori
omo re ni yoo hu I¢'He/she who sows the seed of wickedness, it idisfher children’s
head that it will grow’)” (Dopamu and Alana 20043).

On a general note, the natureesfinis adequately captured in the Yoruba proverb iteat
to onika; rere a b’eni rerg“wickedness will follow the wicked while goodnegsll follow
the good”). This belief in reciprocity pervades theruba sense of urgency for morally
upright living.

On the basis of the foregoing reflections, the dp8on of the Yoruba moral system as an
expression of the Golden Rule appears justifiededd, there seems to be a convergence of
opinion among several commentators on the Yorubalnsgstem being sufficiently founded
on the Golden Rule (Makinde 1988; Oluwole 1984-198&oregbe 1989). The opening line
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of Odu Irosun-Obardadmonishes that “if we practise the principle fehaith me that | may
share with you’, the world would be an orderly glagKarenga 1999, 127). This gives
insight into what the Yoruba version of the Goldule looks like: it is guided by a sense of
fair play. It is characterised by “giving, but onily those from whom we receive in equal
measure. Receiving, but from only those to whomgive in reciprocal measure” (Armah
1979; quoted in Oladipo 2006, 141).

Now, this give-and-take relationship does not teate at an individual-to-individual level.
On the contrary, it spans the entire spectrum ofasoelational possibilities such as from an
individual to the community, from the individual tbe whole humanity, even extending to
the dead members of the society. One may thus améeghe purpose of the Yoruba moral
system as the realisation of three fundamental,emtsely, (a) good personality/name; (b)
well-ordered relationships with others; and (c)usgyg of a place among the ancestors at the
exit from the (physical) world. One should add ttiese three are not mutually exclusive, for
one readily leads to another in that order. At eathhese levels, the chief expected
consequence is the interest of the moral agent game for social prosperity, well-ordered
society for the enjoyment of the prosperity, andnegion into the clique of ancestors to
ensure the agent’s relevance in the affairs ofespafter death. However, the origin of the

desire in the individual to achieve these ends nesnatellectually cloudy.

Finally, it is imperative to differentiate Yorubdheal consequentialism from its Western
counterpart. Yoruba consequentialist thought is mativated by “the end justifies the
means”, an essential element in the Western vaofamioral consequentialism, which has, to
date, remained a liability rather than an asses iinportant to note that unlike the Western
variant of consequentialism in which “the end fiss the means”, the Yoruba do not
differentiate between the “means” and the “endheeslly when these two categories are
taken to be causally related. In the Yoruba bealieftem, the means is the end in process, so
that when the means is wrong, the end cannot bé Agjustification for this can be found in
Odu Ogbeat#

% Odu Obara-lrosuris a verse in Abimbola’sfa literary corpus(1977).

* Odu Ogbeatés a verse in Abimbola’$fa literary corpus(1977).
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Bi iwaju ika ba dara,

Ehin ika ko nii sunwon.

A Kkii fi ika di eru ko gun gege. ...

Esan ni ti Olodumare.

Oba yio san fun onikaluku

Gege bi ise won.

[“Even if the beginning of wrong doing is pleasant,

The end of wickedness cannot be good.

We cannot use evil to secure good and expect tbhdya anchored firmly ....

Retribution belongs to Olodumare.

The king of the world will reward everyone,

Precisely according to the work of their hands"a{&nhga 1999, 183-184).
The passage above suggests that the means-endtodighoin Western ethical
consequentialism does not hold in the Yoruba camsetiplist thinking. This implies that the
Yoruba variant of consequentialism is immune to attgck emanating from the possibility
of using a wrong means to achieve a good end. fakishelps to illustrate that the Yoruba
version of ethical consequentialism is a bettegratitive to the western variety. Classical
Western consequentialist doctrine has been accobkdthiving a tendency to use fellow
human beings as means to achieving an end, insfeagating them as ends in themselves:
“The principle of [Western] consequentialism harbeised repeatedly to do evil and to
justify evil” (Oke and Esikot 1999, 95). It has pided justification for certain unethical
practices such as slavery, colonialism and cagpitgliwith all their evil ramifications.
Colonialism, for instance, has been justified dsidlizing mission”, despite the fact that it
curtails the recipients’ God-given liberty!

In sum, the Yoruba moral outlook is an “end-cefitagstem. This means that the Yoruba
consider the outcome of their actions before embgrén them. The Yoruba word for end is
ehin or igbehin When it is used metaphoricallghinigbehin means the ultimate end of an
individual. The Yoruba consider the end of a thindbe more important than its beginning.
Personal names such as Ehinju or Igbehinloju (titeig absolute) and Ehinlanwo (We are
focused on the end) bear witness to the importahc®nsequences of actions among the

Yoruba: “Within indigenous Yoruba belief-system eotioes good so as to have a good end,
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based on the firm belief that neither good nor badduct shall perish or be forgotten ...
hence, if one considers his end, he will see thaiught to be moral” (Oke 1988, 97).

Conclusion

At this juncture, it is apposite to restate thadréhis no other rational justification for moral
persuasion among the Yoruba except that inspireddbfyinterest. There seems to be no
exception to this rule. For example, Idowu’s “mawmponents of good character” (Idowu
1962) which include, but are not limited to, chigstn women, hospitality, unselfishness,
generosity, truth-telling, protection of womengpect for others especially elders, as well as
the avoidance of stealing, covenant-breaking angbtwsy, etc. are all highly esteemed
among the Yoruba for their favourable consequen@ésers such as family unity, fair play,
respect for the rights of others, industry, coopenaand mutual helpfulness, obedience, and
gratitude (Dopamu and Alana 2004, 166-168) arelggextolled for having practical utility.

Consider gratitude, for instance. In Yoruba sogcigtatitude is held in high esteem because it
opens doors for further favours: “Appreciation atdur received encourages the benefactor
to do more in the future” (Dopamu and Alana 20088)1 It is saidti omode ba dupe ore
ano, a gba mii(“if a child shows gratitude for the favour reoeivyesterday, he/she shall
surely receive another”). Gratitude, thereforea orally imitable character, not because of
its inherent moral worth, but because of its béadb those who practise it. So also is the
moral virtue of industry, which is extolled for itele in saving the individual from the
embarrassment of poverty. As Paul the apostlelyighits it, “if any would not work, neither
should he eat” (2Thesalonians 3: 10b), the Yoruttaoa idleness because of its attendant
plummeting of the indulgent individuals into a staf lack. Hence hard work is considered to

be the antidote to povertige I'oogun isg*hard work is the antidote for poverty”).

In view of our thesis that the traditional Yorubaonal system is a variety of the
consequentialist ethical programme, it is possibleonclude that such a scheme does not
have a fixed system of valuation based on whicloastare to be adjudged either right or
wrong. This, though it may be correct in Westernsamjuentialist thought, is not the case
with the Yoruba. The Yoruba’'s approval or condenamabf an action is based on a keen
observation of its constant conjunction with beciafi or harmful consequences, which
entails the difference between right and wrongossti Hence whereas they agree with Kant
that some actions are irredeemably wrong, the Yarefuse to follow him to the conclusion
that their wrongness emanates chiefly from thein-conformity to the categorical
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imperative, but rather from their historical attawnt to human miseries. In this regard,

Balogun and Layi have written:

... when the Yoruba sa@)hun ti ko dara ko darg“what is not good is not
good”), they seem to agree with Kant that certaimoas are to be avoided for
their inherent wrongness. This does not make theuby& ethical system
sufficiently Kantian in flavour. On the contraryhat which is not morally
worthy of being done is to be eschewed for its larmmonsequence on the
acting agent and other people around him/her. €r@ains why,Odu Eji
Ogbe, Ifa(a verse in Ifa literary corpus) advis&a wo waju ojo lo titi; k'a
tun bo wa r'ehin oran wo, nitori ati sun ara eni fiLet us give continuous
attention to the future; let us give deep consitl@nato the consequences of
things, and this is because of our eventual pa3s{Balogun and Layi 2013,
33).

The point of the extract above is that among theulda, the classification of actions as either
morally right or wrong is largely influenced by citderations of their consequences. If the
consequence of an action is good, the action isidered to be morally acceptable; if
otherwise, it is regarded as morally undesirabllee Tonsequentialist outlook of Yoruba
religion is embodied in the saying th@tisa bi o gbe mi, fi mi sile bi o se bafff the deity
will not profit me in any way, let him/her not Igp of me worse than he/she met me”). A
similar consequentialist orientation is true of theruba moral outlook. If the Yoruba raise
iwa (character) to the level of religion as manifestethe saying thaitva I'esin (“character

is religion”), it is reasonable to infer that aiwa (character), like anyrisa (god) must
promote the welfare of the person who defers toAfter all, is it morally plausible to

continue doing that which constantly brings to aegative results?



120 B.J. Balogun

References

Abiodun, Roland. 1983. “Identity and the ArtisticoPess in Yoruba Aesthetic Conception of
lwa”. Journal of Cultures and Idea¥ol.1 No.1, pp.13-30.

Armah, A. Kwei. 1979Two Thousand Seasonsndon: Heinemann Educational Books Ltd.

Awolalu, J. Omosade and P. Adelumo Dopamu. 19V&st African Traditional Religion
Ibadan: Onibonoje Press and Book Industries Ltd.

Balogun, J. Babalola and S.L. Oladipupo. 2013e"“Jija. Rethinking Theft in Yoruba
Ethical System”Inkayinso: Journal of Humanities and Social Sciend®l.5 No.1,
pp.31-40.

Bewaji, J.A.l. 2006. “Ethics and Morality in Yorul@ulture”. Kwasi Wiredu edA
Companion to African Philosophiylalden: Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

Busia, K.A. 1954. “The Ashanti of the Gold-Coad$¥aryll Forde edAfrican Worlds
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dopamu, P.A. and E.O. Alana. 2004. “Ethical SysteNike Lawal, Matthew Sadiku and
Ade Dopamu eddJnderstanding Yoruba Life and Cultutdew Jersey: Africa World
Press Inc.

Dreier, James ed. 200Contemporary Debates in Moral Theoxford: Blackwell
Publishing Ltd.

Encyclopeedia Britannica. 2010. “Deontological Eshi€ncyclopaedia Britannica Student
and Home EditionChicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica.

Gbadegesin, Segun. 19%frican Philosophy: Traditional Yoruba Philosophgca
Contemporary African Realitiedlew York: Peter Lang.

ldowu, Bolaji. 19620lodumare: God in Yoruba Belidfondon: Longman Ltd.

lluyomade, R. Funwa. 2004. “The Consequentialigilications of Kant's Non-
Consequentialist EthicsJournal of Philosophy and Related Discipling®|.2 No.2,
pp.75-83.

Karenga, Maulana. 199@du Ifa: The Ethical Teachind.os Angeles: University of Sankore
Press.

Makinde, Akin M. 1988. “African Culture and Moraly/Stems: A Philosophical Study”.
Second OrdervVol.1 No.2, pp.1-27.

Mbiti, John S. 1969African Religions and Philosophizondon: Heinemann.
Mill, J.S. 1979 Utilitarianism. George Sher ed. Indianapolis: Hackett Publis@ingipany.

Ogundeji, Philip A. 2010. “Ilwa”. Abiola Irele andi@lun Jeyifo edsEncyclopaedia of
African ThoughtVol.1. New York: Oxford University Press.



The Consequentialist Foundations of Traditional Youba Ethics: an Exposition 121

Oke, Moses. 1988. “Self-Interest as the Ground ofdIObligation”.Second OrdervVol.1
No.2, pp.79-103.

Oke, Moses and I.F. Esikot. 19%ementary EthicsLagos: Minder International Publisher.

Oladipo, Olusegun. 2006. “Challenges of Africanl®dophy in the Twenty-First Century”.
Olusegun Oladipo eore Issues in African Philosophpadan: Hope Publications.

Oluwole, Sophie. 1984-1985. “The Rational Basi¥ ofuba Ethical Thinking”The
Nigerian Journal of Philosophwols.4-5 Nos.1&2, pp.14-25.

Omoregbe, Joseph. 19&Xhics: a Systematic and Historical Stutlpgos: CEPCO
Communications Ltd.

Oyeshile, A. Olatunji. 2002. “Morality and its Raiale: The Yoruba Examplefbadan
Journal of Humanistic Studieblos.11&12, pp.90-98.

Rachels, James. 1995. “Egoism and Moral Scepticidaik Timmons edConduct and
Character 2" ed. Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Co.

Shaw, William. 2007. “The Consequentialist Perspett James Dreier edContemporary
Debates in Moral TheoryOxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

Wiredu, Kwasi. 1980Philosophy and an African Cultur€ambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

--. 1981. “Morality and Religion in Akan ThoughfQdera Oruka and D.A. Masolo eds.
Philosophy and CultureNairobi: Bookwise Ltd.



