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GOD AND GODLINGS IN AFRICAN ONTOLOGY

A study on the above theme definitely borders on African
metaphysics. Metaphysics is * that which comes after physics
the letter being the study of nature in general. Thus the questions
of metaphysics arisc out of, but go beyvond, factual or scientific
questions about the world. ' William James defined mictaphysics
as ““ nothing but an unusually obstinate effort to think clearly”.?
Some would define that term as ‘* anti-dialectic method in
thought and cognition which considers things and phenomena
final, immutable, independent of one another and free from
internal contradiction. *’* The term metaphysics covers a wide
range of issues in philosophy. Metaphysical thinking is an
attempt to understand clearly any object of thought whether
physical, intentional or spiritual. ** To think metaphysically is to
think, without abitrariness and dogmatism, on the most basic
problems of existence. " * This piece is an attempt to bring
metaphysical thinking to bear on African understanding of God
and to put into proper perspective the vitiated and misleading
thought that African culture is atheistic and polytheistic,

A discussion of this kind is about the nature of God and the
way Africans understand it. There arc several postulates
concerning the nature of God. One of the views about the
nature of God is theism which is the belief in the existence of
““a supreme personal being—Distinct from the world and creator
of the world” ®. The opposite of this view is atheism which
holds that there is not Supreme being or Creator of the Universe.
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There is also the view that God exists but that He has no power
over the world and this is called Deism. There is again the view
thut the belief in God is a matter of faith and belief This view
is called Fideism, We have those who are called the Sceptics
that is those who ncither believe in the existence nor non--
exisience of God. Pantheism according to Chambers 20th Century

Le

Dictionary is ** the doctrine that identifies God with the universe;
the worship of all gods..."™. 1 wish to argue that African culture
is closc to Pantheism but is precisely panpsychic and theistic in
cheracter. Pantheism should not be construed as atheism as some
people might think. 1 wish to delineate clear conception of

African panpsychism and theism,

African World View: Pantheism or Panpsychism ?

Pantheism is one of the philosophical and rcligious doctrines
which attempts to explain the nature of God and how it is
related to the universe. It is commonly understood as the
identification of God with the universe, It is a doctrine that
usually occurs in a religious and philosophical contexts in which
there are already tolerably clear conceptions of God and the
universe and the question has arisen of how these two concep-
tions are related” *. History of thought has shown that
pantheistic understanding of the universe and God is discernible
in the ancient Greck and Western philosophy generally. This is
not to say that they have a monopoly of the thought. T shall
show later that a similar concept (Panpsychism) is equally a
feature of the ancient African philosophy. It seems of best to
believe that the pantheistic and panpsychic views of the world
are as old as man.

In the ancient Greck philosophy, some pantheistic views have
been ascribed to the Eleatists and Xenophanes. Thales and
Anaximanecs identified the objects in the world with a divine
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power of substance which conferred life and movement. In
Indian thought, there is some element of pantheism., The notion
of Brahman ‘‘is the single, infinite reality, indefinable and
unchanging behind illusory changing world of perceived material
object ... our ordinary knowledge is such that knower and known,
subject and object, are distinct... But to know Brafiman would
be for subject and object to hecome identical”, * This Indian
thought tends to distinguish between ordinary knowledge and
real knowledge. Ordinary knowledge is the knowledge of changing
and distinct elements and entities while the real knowledge is to
know that all is one or that there is a unity of all things in
Brahman, Socrates and Plato’s unchanging real world and the
changing physical world have roughly the same pantheistic
element. In Plato’s Republic, the physical universe and all that it
contains are imitations of the things in the real world. In other
words there is a unity of all things in the real world controlled
by Demiurge (or God.)

In Western philosophy, pantheism has been adopted, upheld
and studied in various ways by various scholars. Among these
philosophers were Scotus Erigena, Giordano Bruno, Jakob
Boehme and so on. According to Scotus Erigena, ‘* the whole
nature is composed of four species of being : that which creties
and is not created, that which is created and creates, that which
is created and does not create and that which is not created and
does not create”. * The first is God as the creator and the last
is God again as that into which all created beings have returned.
The second and third are created universe which is in the process
of passing from God in His first form to God in the last form,
The essence of Erigena’s pantheism 1s that all flows from God
and goes back into him. This doctrine is similar to Gnosticism
and Indian Brahmanism which teach the doctrine of the deve-
lopment and re—unification of the soul to the ultimate or the great
Brahman,
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Another pantheist, of anti-christian kind, is Giordano Bruno.
He “conceived God as the immanent cause or goal of nature,
distinct from each finite particular only because he includes them
all within his own being™. ' It has been observed that Erigena
and Bruno’s pantheism portrays the universe as an all inclusive
system. Another pantheist, Jakob Boehme, saw the foundation
of everything in the divine, Boehme made no distinction between
nature and spirit. He saw nature as entirely the manifestation
of Spirits.

Another person whose doctrine of pantheism is very prominent
in western philosophy is Spinoza. In his pantheism, he sought
to discover the * Supreme good independent of all the ordinary
contingencies of chance and misfortune ’. According to Richard
Schacht, “only that which is capable of completely filling and
occupying the mind can be the Supreme good in Spinoza’s
sense ” ' And the only knowledge which would satisfy these
requirements would be that the mind is part of the total system
of nature and is at one with it when recognising that everything
is as it must be. Spinoza sees the whole universe as a single
connective system. This portrays him as a determinist and of
course he is one, He speaks of ‘nature’ ‘Substance‘ and * God’
as interchangeable concepts. In a pantheistic sense he talks of
the totality of universe as being synonynious w_ith nature or
substance or God. He, therefore, sees God as the totality of the
universe which he calls substance or nature. Nature, according
to Spinoza, is the cause of itself and its existence and charac-
teristics follow from its essential nature, Spinoza's idea about
the nature and properties of God is summed up in the following
statements of his; ‘‘ I have shown that he necessarily exists, that
he is one : that he is; and acts, solely by the necessity of his
own nature; that he is the free, cause of all things, and how he -
is so; that all things are in God, and so dependent on him;
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lastly, that all things are pre—determined by God, not through
his free will or absolute fiat but from the very nature of God ”’. **
There are many other philosophers who have expressed panthe-
istic view about the universe and God. Schleiermacher and
Fichte are among them. Pantheism primarily is about the
identification of the universe with God or the explanation of the
universe as one logically or necessarily interconnected system,

From the foregoing diversity of the meaning of pantheism,
one will observe that Panpsychism and Pantheism have close
relations in their meanings. Panpsychism according to Chambers
20th Century Dictionary, is *"a theory that all nature has a
psychic side.” What one easily infers from this theory is the view
that everything in nature is divine. In African culture, there is
the view that cvery object or thing in the physical world has a
divine substance. Similarly, we observe the same divine nature of
things in Thales, Anaximanes, Socrates, Plato and Jacob
Boehme’s Pantheisms. While these thinkers are Pantheistic in the
sense that they see the unity of the divine entities in God, they
can be seen 10 be panpsychic in the sense that they postulate
spiritual life in every observable phenomenon.

It is logically inferable that the concept of Pantheism is based
on the concepts of theism and panpsychism. It is theistic in tlhat
it upholds the existence of God and Panpsychic in the sense
that it maintains that there is life in every object or phenonmenon,
Pantheism might not afterall be atheistic as some people might
think

The question, “Is African World—view Pantheistic or
Panpsychic 2, is very crucial. 1 have the inclination to think
that in some senses, especially in the pantheistic senses of Jacob
Boehme, Socrates, Thales and so on  African Culture is
pantheistic. But Pantheism as the identification of the Supreme
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being with the universe does not properly accord with the
African cosmology. But there is no doubt that African culture is
Panpsychic. Panpsychism is the fundamental basis of African
religion and philosophy. On the other hand, while African
ontology and cosmology is basically Panpsychic, it is equally
Theistic in that its idea of God is transcendental, being seperate
from the universe it created, Therefore, Theism and Panpsychism
are equally important features of African Ontology In the
Panpsychic or Ontological order of the Africans, the supreme
being is at the head followed by divinities, gods, deified human
beings, spirits, ancestors, plants, waters, phenomena and objects.
Every one of thesc entitics is believed to have a psychic
dimension,

Theistic Panpsychism :

I belicve that Africans have a Panpsychic and Theistic view
ol the universe. This is shown by their understanding of the
relationships between the Suprem God and lesser gods or
divinities, man and natural objects. African Panpsychism is the
belief that everything in the universe is spiritual and that spirits,
divinities, man, plants, animals, physical objects, rivers and
waters are creatures of God, the Supreme being. In line with
the thought of Bruno and Erigena, the Africans believe in the
all inclusive universe created by one God. Just like Jacob Boehme
and Spinoza they see the foundation of everything in the divine.
Altogether, the Africans believe in the immanent God mnnifest-
ing Himself in the things which He created.

Africans regard this universe as a religious one. God is
believed to be immanent in every object and phenomena ' It has
been suggested that the Yoruba and other west—African groups
think of God both as Creator and as ancestor. He transcends
the world and humanity, acting upon them from without; but
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he also is immanent, acting within and through nature and
man . """ The pantheistic sense here is the idea of universal unity
of being, manifested in the variety of the human and natura!l

worlds.

In Africa, it is believed that divinities or gods arc the per-
sonifications of God’s activities and manifestations. God’s
activities and manifestations are also discernible in natural pheno-
mena and objects, nature, spirits, deified heroces and mythologi-
cal figures. ¢ Divinitics are on the whole thought to have been
created by God, in the ontological category of the spirits. They
are associated with Him, and often stand for His activities or
manifestations either as personifications or as the spiritual beings
in charge of these major objects or phenomena of nature. Some
of them are national heroes who have been elevated and deified,
but this is rare, and when it does happen the heroes become
associated with some function or form of nature ”.'' In African
panpsychism, everything, whether spiritual or physical, flows
from God Things are either manifestation or personification of
God. In other words, behind every object or phenomenon is a
spiritual essence which is a part of God, The Ashanti of Ghana
have a pantheon of divinities which are believed to be part of
God. So do the Yoruba of Nigeria.

In trying to locate the importance and place of God in African
Ontology one will invariably touch on the relations between God,
pantheon and man, While pantheism is the doctrine that identi-
fies God with the universe and hle worship of all gods, pantheon
has been defined as a temple of all gods. Pantheons and mytho-
logics were common features of Babylonians, Greek, Roman,
Egyptians and ancient African religions. There was a Rotunder
crcated on the site of Agripa of 27BC, now the church of Santa
Muaria. This place was a burial place of great Italians and was a

.0
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great pantheon of deities. It seems that the earliest belief of
man’s civilization is the belief in many gods. But Africans do
not only believe in gods, they also believe in the existence of the
Supreme deity who manifests Himself in the divinities and gods.

In African thought, a pantheon is capable of explaining a
people’s cosmology and ontology. In every African pantheon,
there are the following forces at work; the Supreme Being,
nature—gods, divinities, ancestors and deificd heroes. There may
be a sense in which these religions believe in ungels, spirits and
holy—ghosts all of which are the manifestation of God. But this
sense is different from pantheism as the indentification of God
with the universe. It is a narrower conception of it, if at all it is
accepted by Islam and Christianity.

African panpsychism is a philosophy of consolation and love.
It is self-explanatory and empirical. It is empirical in the sense
that the gods and divinities are believed to exist in the midst of
the people while providing them with their needs, hopes,
aspirations. These gods also check the unwanted and immoral
behaviours of the people.

An average African temple or Pantheon is not a magnificent
building like Western or Islamic Churches and Mosques
respectively, It is a groove in the forest or a small house mude
from local-raw materials. Inside the pantheon or temples are
symbols of different gods, divinities and spirits. Inside the temple
one will find black and white chalks, some sacrificial animals
like chicken, goat, cow and so on It is not unusual to discover
a body of rules and regulations governing the mode of worship,
sacrifice and offering in a pantheon or temple. In a panthcon,
while there are various images of different gods, Africans do not
have a conceptual image of God. Thougha conceptual image of
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God was absent, the presence of God in all activities of life is
very much felt,

There is a popular myth in Africa which says that there was
a golden age when men walked with God. But a woman is
blamed to have brought the ° dyllic state ’ to an end. One of the
versions of these myths, is the one told by the Margi of Nigeria
that in the past, the sky could be touched and there was no
need to work because God filled men’s calabashes without their
working. Unfortunately, a woman put out a dirty calabash and
infected the finger of one of the sky-children. God, out of anger,
returned to a distant place God, by this and other numerous
actions, demonstrated His majesty. Africans came to hold God
in high esteem and instead of approaching him directly, they
approach him through the lesser gods and divinities. The tradi-
tional cosmological argument against the existence of God do
not apply to African God, This is because whatever evil or
misfortune that occurs in the world cannot be blamed on God,
The blame goes to the lesser gods whom God has left the
administration of the universe with. And the lesser gods them-
selves do not just cause misfortune or evil to befall man. They
do so when the ontological equilibrium between man and gods
is disturbed by man by flouting any of the moral code that
binds the society together.

The supreme deity is understood as the creator, the giver of
rain. He is omnipotent and omniscient. He is seen as father or
mother. While some communities in Africa had a temple for
God, other communities had not. The Ashanti of central Ghana
had temple for the Supreme being which is served by the priests.

African God is cverywhere. He is omnipresent. He is certain
and real to the people of Africa. It is wrong for some people
to say that God did not reveal himself to the African. There is
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no anthropological and historical account to show thut God did
not reveal himself to the Africans. Again, the account that
Africans once worshipped one God alone, and that they hence
degenerated from monotheism to polytheism needs clarification.
For one thing, Africans did not and never abandoned the wor-
ship of one God. What they did was the veneration or worship
of lesser gods in addition to their worship of the Supreme God.
The Supreme deity had retired to a distant place and they had
to approach Him through the lesser gods. So the idea that the
African are worshiping many gods or that they are polytheistic
is rather a cultural advancement which recognises the existence
of super—sensible forces and this makes their lives more mean-
ingful. Under the worship of many gods, they fear and pro-
pitiate the gods. " Belief in the gods seems to have its roots in
human desire and fears, particularly those associated with self—
preservation. Like all other creatures human beings have a
profound will to live, which is what mainly gives one’s existence
a meaning from one sun shine to the next’’. " African belief in
gods is an acknowledgement of the immediate and direct
influence of gods on people's life. However, the power of God
is supreme; ecverything flows from him and inheres in him.
Godlings and ancestors are intermediaries; prayers and oflerings
made to them may be passed on to the source of all”.'® The
relation between God and the lesser gods is represented by a
triangle. God is scen as being represented by the apex. The
base is sometimes personified as earth godess, the producer of
food. Man lives on earth,

On one side of the triangle are ancestors, while on the other
are gods and natural forces. This philosophy or the arrangement
of forces is what I will call Theistic panpsychism. Some would
call it philosophy of forces.
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In the West Africans the pantheons of gods are the expression
of the forces of nature which, *“ men fear or try to propitiate, ”’
These gods have their own temples and priests and they are
ubiquitious and have numcrous shrines. But these gods are
neither imprisoned in or synonymous with shrines, Divinities
according to J. Mbiti ‘ cover personifications of God’s activities
and manifestations of natural phenomena and objects, the
so culled * uature spirits °, deified heroes and mythological
figures” '". Some believe that these divinites were created by
God, while some would say that they are emanated by Geod.
Whichever one is the case they were the manifestations of God
in African panpsychism. Each of the divinities have specific
functions to perform.

It is said that the Ashanti of Ghana have a pantheon of
divinities through whom God manifests Himself, The Yoruba
people of Nigeria are believed to have the largest collection of
divinities in Africa. * Orisanla * is the Supreme divinity in the
Yoruba country Ie acts as God’s earthly deputy im creative and
executive functions. Most divinitics are manifestations of natural
forces Let us look at some of these gods and divinities.

The Sun and the Moon Gods :

The cult of sun and moon are found in some parts of Africa.
It is obtainable in Egyptian mythologies, Among the Ashanti of
Ghang, God is called Nature. And He is personified by the Sun.
According to Parrinder, He is symbolised by the four limbed
cross, indicating the four points of the compass and by golden
desks, scarabs and binds,

Some communites among the lbos of Nigeria have cult of
sun, who is a child of the Supreme God. The symbol of the god
is a branch of a tree planted outside a dwelling hut and some-
times a dish in front of the house is said to represent the sun’s
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disk. The Ibos believe in the cult of the moon too. When an
Ibo sees the new moon, he says, holding up his hand, * New
moon ! protect me as the last moon protected me.” He asks the
moon to bring for him good things and so on,

Storm God

Gods of storm are identifiable in many parts of Africa. The
Ibos and Yorubas of Nigeria have high respect for god of storm,
lightening and thunder. The Yoruba divinity of lightening is
known as Shango. The people worship him. In his temples
were ancient implements like stones that are believed to have
come down from heaven when a house was struck by lightening.
Shango is not only a storm god, it is also a deified hero, believed
to have been the 4th King of Oyo, the ancient Yoruba Capital.

Mother Earth

The earth is constituted into a cult because it is the mother
of plants, animals and men. African people revere it so much
just like the ancient Greeks. The cultic nature of the carth arose
from the belief of some African communities that it possesses a
mystical power. The earth forbids blood—shed. There are earth
shrines where social groups can go and worship. Among the
Ibos of Nigeria, the earth deity is called ALA or ANI, It is
said that this ANI is comparable to Egyptian Isis and Italian
madonas. Ani is regarded as the owner of all men and she is
responsible for public morality. Public sacrifice is made to ANI
before sowing and planting the land and at harvest.

Water Gods

Water god is considered szcred by many cultures in the world.
In Egypt as well as in Africa, water is used in many rites,
Christians use water for baptism by immersion. Wells, springs,
rivers, lakes and the sea are believed to have spirits dwelling in
them. The Ashanti of Ghana have a river god called Tano.
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Tano is the head of a panthcon comprising of his wives, sons,
brothers who arc other streams and watery places. The Yoruba
of Nigeria have a sea god, OLOKUN. OLOKUN is represented
by one of the famous Ife bronzes.

These divinities and gods are the forces or tentacles through
which the African Supreme deity or God manifests His powers.
An interesting analogy can be drawn between God and the
Unified field theory and, between the divinities or gods and the
forces of gravity, the force of electromagnetism, the force of
weak neuclear interaction and the force of strong nuclear interac-
tion. These four forces are components and aspects of the
Unified field just as the divinities or gods are aspects or mani-
festations of the African God. That is why it seems to me
that Einstein’s theory of relativity is a Scientific model of
African Panpsychism. The unified field and its forces are pan-
theistically related.

Conclusion

There are three major conceptions of the divine nature in
Western tradition of philosophical and religious thought. (a)
There is a conception of divine self transcending the world and
interpreted in personal terms (b) the conception of God as an
immanent order or power to which all finite reality is subject,
(c) There is the monistic idea of God as the Absolute or all-
embracing totality. The first -of these conceptions if mostly
found in Judeo-Christian tradition and Islamic thought. The
second conception is found in the thoughts of philosophers like
Spinoza and others of mystical tradition, while the third is found
in the thought of Hegel and in modern absolute idealism.

African traditional belief in God is a peculiar one. It seems
to be ironically a combination of the first and second concep-
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tions. Africans often interpret God in personal terms and as
transcending the world, They at the same time see God as an
immanent power whose powers are observed in various aspects.
Objects, men and phenomena have spiritual causes which are
part of God and subject to him, This is African Panpsychism
which is genetically related to pantheism. '

All postulates about God or Supreme being are culture—bound,
Culture is a force that influences people’s or individuul beliefs; it
moulds and refines people’s belifes. Besides that, an uncultured
person can conceive the idea of a divine being. All in all,
conceptions of God are as many as there arc many cultures.

Faculty of Humanities MADUABUCH1 DUKOR
Lagos State University, Ojo

P. M. B. 1087

Apapa-Lagos

Nigeria

NOTES

I. A R, Lacey; 4 Dictionary of Philosophy (London, Routledge apd
Kegan Paul 1979, p. 128.

ra

Richard Taylor; Metaphysics (London, Prentice-Hall International Inc.
London, 1983), p. 1.

3. Murx and Engels, On Religion ( Moscow, Progress Publishers 1981,
p. 305.

4. Richard Taylor; op. cit., p. 1.

5. Copleston quoted by Bertrand Russell « The existence of God ™ in Why
I am not a Christiun ( London, Unwin paperbacks, 1975 ), p. 133,

6. Chambers 20th Century Dictionary ed. E. M. Kirkpatrick ( Britain,
Richard Clay Ltd. 1983 ), p. 917,



God and Gedlings in Afvican Ontelogy 39

IA

10,
11.

13.

14,

15.
16,

17.

Alasdair Macintyre ; “Pantheism * in Encyelopedia of Philosophpy Vol. 6
( New York, Macmillan Publishers Co, 1972, p. 31.

. Ibid, p. 32

. Ibid, p. 32

Ibid, p. 32

Ihid, p. 32

- Spinoza quoted by Richard Sohacht; Classical Modern Philosophers

( London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984) p. 8.

African Religions, A Svmposium ed. by Nowell S, Booth ( Newyork
Nok Publishers Ltd. )

Mbiti J, S.; African Religions and Philosophy ( New York, Anchor
Books, 1970) p 98.

Taylor Richard; op. cit., p. 90.

E. G. Parrinder ; African Traditional Religion (London, Sheldon Press,
1962), p. 24.

Mbiti J. S.; op. cit, p. 98

. Ever since the inception of the concept of Pantheism into the philo-

sophical lexicon, some thinkers have suspisciously viewed it as being
atheistic. In every sensc of the term it is thiestic, It is analytically truc
becausc imputing atheism into pantheism is a contradiction, The dif-
ference between Pantheism and theism border on the naturce of the
divine being. This paper is an atlempt to clearly identify .God in
African Pantheism,



jara

THE PHILOSOPHY OF
KALIDAS BHATTACHARYYA

Proceedings of a seminar organised by the Department of
Philosophy, Rajasthan University, the book contains a cri-
tical appraisal of various aspects of the late Kalidas Bhatta-

charyya’s philosophical thought, and includes his own final
formulation of his philosophical position.
Edited by Daya Krishna, A. M. Ghose and P. K. Srivastava

The book includes contributions from K. L. Sharma (A
Step Beyond K. C. Bhattacharyya), Daya Krishna (Kalidas
Bhattacharyya and the Logic of Alternation). S. K. Chatto-
padhyaya ( Professor Bhattacharyya’s “Alternative Stand-
points™ of Philosophy), K. Bagchi (Subjcctive and Objec-
tive Attitudes as Alternatives : A study of Professor Kali-
das Bhattacharyya's View of Knowledge-Object Unity), N. K.
Sharma ( Kalidas Bhattacharyya’s Philosophy : Alternative
Absolutes), R. S. Bhatnagar ( Philosophy and Meta-Philo-
sophy : Study of a Fundamental Dichotomy in Kalidug
Bhattacharyya's Thought ), Mrs. Yogesh Gupta ( Pre-supposi-
tions of Science and Philosophy : A Critical Study)
Mrinal Kanti Bhadra (Kalidas Bhattacharyya’s View of
Freedom and Existentialist Thought ), Rajendra Prasad
(Freedom and Existential Thought), Rajendra Prasad
Pandey (Kalidas Bhattacharyya on the Indian Concept of
Man), K. J. Shah (Religion—Sophisticated and Unsophis-
ticated),J. N. Mohanty (Kalidas Bhattacharyya as a Meta-
physician).

1/8 Demy, Pages 239. Price Rs. 60/-
Contact : The Editor,
Indian Philosophical Quarterly,
Department of Philosophy,
Poona University, PUNE 411 007.

}




	page 075.tif
	page 076.tif
	page 077.tif
	page 078.tif
	page 079.tif
	page 080.tif
	page 081.tif
	page 082.tif
	page 083.tif
	page 084.tif
	page 085.tif
	page 086.tif
	page 087.tif
	page 088.tif
	page 089.tif
	page 090.tif

