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SUMMARY

A topic that has long interested and puzzled 
the philosophers of religion is that of the 
relationship between reason and faith. It is with 
this puzzling and yet interesting question that 
this thesis concerns itself.

With a subject that has been turned on and 
off, in and out over the ages, it is not unusual 
to find that whatever is to be said has been said 
before in one way or another. It is possible 
however, to say the same thing in different ways.
Our present thesis has set out to do just that.
It is intended to make a new approach to an old 
question. The answer to which we finally .̂rrive 
may not itself be a "novel answer" but the path that 
leads to this answer may differ significantly from 
the usual approaches. How well our thesis fails 
or succeed4? *n accomplishing this task however, is a 
judgement that only the reader can make.

Our approach has been to take a few of the 
more popular theories which were intended to 
"disprove" religion. These theories dismiss 
religion on the grounds that it is unintelligible - 
incompatible with reason. While we do not want to 
sound apologetic, we objectively examine the
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arguments presented in these theories with the hope 
of finding for ourselves whether or not such 
reasoning offers conclusive evidence against the 
compatibility of reason and religious faith.

Familiarity with the topics that form the 
chapters of our thesis would suggest nothing extra­
ordinary in our treatment of the subject. Indeed, 
most of our chapters have been the subject of 
complete texts and huge volumes by different 
scholars. There are many detailed books on Faith 
and Reason (Chapter 1), Sigmund Freud's Psycho­
analytic theory of Religion (Chapter II), Karl 
Marx's Socio-economic theory of religion (Chapter 
III) and the Problem of Evil in World Religions 
(Chapter V). There have also been many books written 
on African Traditional Religions. But as far as we 
are aware, there have not been any books that deal 
with the Rationality of African Traditional Religions 
(Chapter IV).In this respect, and as far as we 
consider the rationality of faith with particular 
reference to African Traditional Religions we may 
be allowed to claim "originality** in approach.
Indeed, the second part of Chapter IV deals with 
what is a relatively new concern among the scholars 
of African traditional religions - the means of
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interpretation. Though a good section of the 
chapter is given to the •symbolist* versus 
"intellectualist" debate, the conclusions and opinions 
that we finally arrive at are our own and Robin Horton 
and John Beattie are only "midwives" who assist us 
in delivering these conclusions and opinions.

A special word about Chapter V - The Problem 
of Evil in World Religions. All the other chapters, 
with the exception of the Chapter I and Conclusion 
deal with a specific theory of religion - Freud’s 
psychological theory, Marx’s sociological theory, and 
Horton’s scientific theory. Chapter V however, deals 
not with one theory but with many. We felt it 
necessary to include this chapter on evil because

y
most of the world religions acknowledge the importance 
of providing an intelligible answer to the important 
question of the existence of evil in the world. We 
al30 felt that the attempt by these world religions 
to provide an "intelligible" answer to the problem 
of evil is among other things a partial answer to the 
allegation that faith and reason are incommensurable.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this introduction is to pose 
the question to which the remainder of this thesis 
is an attempt to provide an answer.

The question of the nature of religious 
faith and its relationship with reason is not a 
new one. Many books have been written on this 
subject but as yet the question remains without an 
agreed solution. The absence of an agreed solution 
may suggest that the subject is unimportant and so 
not worth of serious attention. Nothing could be 
more misleading. We have only to observe that the 
list of agreed answers to philosophical questions is 
surprisingly short and that the adoption this policy 
would put to an end some of the most important 
philosophical inquiries. Indeed, it appears that the 
more important the question is, the more divergent 
the answers are bound to be.

The relationship between faith and reason is 
one that interests both the believer and the non­
believer. For the believer the inquiry is an act of 
•fides quarens intelectum* only in this case it is 
faith seeking to understand itself. The believer 
wants to assure himself and others that his belief 
is not an arbitrary and emotional outburst but one
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that is well weighed and honourably embraced. He 
wants to show that his faith finds support in reason.

The agnostic is interested in the inquiry for 
quite a different reason. His inquiry is hypothetical. 
•If* there is a God, how is he known to men? He is 
concerned about the epistemological character of 
man's cognition or delusion, apprehension or 
misapprehension of God. The object of the agnostic 
is the manner and structure of the religious 
person's supposed awareness of the divine.

The philosophical atheist enquires into the 
nature of religious faith with the intention of 
showing that religion is nothing but an illusion.
Thus, what constitutes a conviction for the theist 
and an hypothesis for the agnostic is only a 
delusion for the atheist.

But the faith-reason relationship is a very 
wide area of study, one that could be approached 
from many different angles. For the purposes of 
the present exercise we propose to examine a few 
theories which have at one time or another been 
employed to explain away religion. By doing this 
we shall be narrowing down our area of study to 
exclude the theist and the agnostic while we 
concentrate on the inquiry into faith-reason relation­
ship as seen by the atheists.

40
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From what has been said above about the 
atheist's interest in the inquiry under consideration 
it is obvious that the theories treated in the 
following chapters regard religion with 3Com.
Their central claim is the incompatibility of reason 
and faith. They variously regard religion as 
illusion, fantasy, foolery and irrationalism. Each 
of the theories treated below is an attempt to 
discount by means of reason, what their authors 
considered to be evasion, mystification and sophistry, 
in the name of religion.

Our purpose in this thesis will be to find 
out if religious faith can be understood by use of
reason in the way that scientific propositions are

7
understood. Following from our findings on this 
question we will then concern ourselves with the 
means of translation and interpretation of religion.

We make no claim to solve the age-old problem 
of the relationship between faith and reason in this 
limited paper. The most we can say is that it 
attempts on impartial investigation and appraisal 
of the selected theories as they relate to the 
question of relationship between faith and reason.

Chapter I is a general survey of the alleged 
relationship. Its task is to show the connection
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(if any) between faith (believing) and the activities 
of thinking and knowing. It examines some anti- 
intellectual definitions of religion with the aim of 
demonstrating the indispensability of reason in 
r e l ig io n .

Chapter II deals with Sigmund Freud’s psycho­
analytic theory of religion. Hi3 theory of religion 
as an illusion, an imaginary creation of the mind 
is here examined in the light of what we know of 
religion as a phenomenon and in the light of our 
knowledge of Freud’s psycho-analysis.

The socio-economic theory of Earl Marx is 
treated next. The view of religion as a symptom 
of man’s alienation is itself due to the inadequacies 
of the earthly conditions of life. The desire for 
a better life, for more equality and justice give 
birth to the hallucination of a heavenly realm where 
earthly anguish comes to an end. In this dream-pipe 
of heaven religion is born. Chapter III is an 
evaluation of this critique.

Chapter IV on African traditional religions 
presents peculiar problems of limitations. First, 
the vast continent of African with its great variety 
and multiplicity of people, has not one central
tradition but many. In recent years attempts have%
been made to treat African traditional

*s



(xi)

religions as one unity. It is debatable if there is 
such a thing as *African religion*. Many scholars would 
argue that we can only talk of African religions but 
not of African religion. The authors who have treated 
African religions as one phenomenon which only 
differs in details from place to place have paid the 
price of making general propositions about religion 
in Africa. This approach leaves little room for 
treatment in depth of the individual religious systems 
of the different peoples. The writers are necessarily 
forced to select only what they consider key beliefs 
shared by mo3t African peoples. Such studies can 
only yield partial knowledge of African religions as 
many differences and exceptions remain unobserved.

The second limitation is that our subject of 
study is lacking in written documents. This lack 
makes it difficult to interpret with certainty the 
religious beliefs of the African peoples.

In religions like Christianity, Islam,
Judaism or even the religions of India and China 
the question of interpretation is compflratively 
easier and more certain. In these religions we find 
not only a systematized doctrine but also hints as 
to how the adherents of these religions understood 
and interpreted their faith. We are here able to 
discern religion from within. But this situation

10
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is not true of African religions. On the African 
scene we are necessarily detached from our subjects 
of study. We can only approach African religions 
from without. Even those scholars of African origin 
who attempt to make a study of the religion of their 
ancestors soon find that this religion is just as 
foreign to them as it is to foreigners from other 
continents. In a sense they are alienated from the 
religions of their own people. This lack of intimacy 
with African religions is perhaps responsible for 
the great variety of interpretations given to these 
religions. In Chapter IV we shall be concerned 
with some of these interpretations.

The existence of evil in the world ̂ s often 
cited as one factor that counts against the 
intelligibility of religious faith. Chapter V is an 
exploration of the way in which the world religions 
have responded to this problem.

Finally in Chapter VI we attempt to bring out 
some of the more important conclusions that we have 
come by in the course of the entire exercise.
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CHAPTER I

FAITH AND REASON

Basically, the Philosophy of Religion enables 
man to achieve two main objectives. Firstly, it 
helps him to clear his mind as to what religious 
belief is. It helps him to understand what religion 
is all about. Secondly, the philosophy of religion 
helps man to form an evaluation in accordance with 
the intellectual respectability of religious beliefs. 
It enables him to form his own judgement on the 
issues raised in religious beliefs.

The objectives of the philosophy of religion 
thus stated rest on the assumption that religion does 
have an element of intellectuality. But this does 
not imply that intellect constitutes the ŵ xole of 
religion. It may well be that religion contains as 
well non-intellectual elements. The philosopher of 
religion then is taken to task to show whether there 
is any relationship between the beliefs held in 
religion and reason. Does religion involve the 
activity of thinking and knowing? Does intellect 
play any part in the formulation and upholding of 
religious beliefs? These are the questions which mu3t 
be answered before any attempt is made to assess 
the role of reason in religious claims.

To attempt an answer to these questions we may
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assume at the outset that the essence of religion 
is anything else than reason. If we can show this 
assumption to be erroneous we will have shown the 
need for the intellectual element in religion. This 
approach is similar to the elimination method in 
Geometry, By systematically eliminating those 
possibilities which are not essential to the concept 
we might finally arrive at one possibility which i3 
essential, indispensable. This essential and 
indispensable possibility constitutes the essence of 
the concept in question.

We cannot here hope to do any more than examine 
a few views which claim religious beliefs as inde­
pendent of intellect. We shall examine only three 
such anti-intellectual theories of religion.

The first view is that religion consists of 
the performance of ritual acts and that whatever else 
there may be in religion is secondary and irrelevant. 
This theory springs from what has come to be called 
9primitive religion9. One school of thoughtin 
anthropology suggests that in the religions of the 
"lower cultures" it is the practice, not the creed 
that is worth of any study. It is generally claimed 
that the 9primitive9 societies lack the power of self- 
analysis and self-expression. This renders ’primitive9 
man incapable of systematically formulating and

/
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expressing his creed. Indeed, owing to his lack of 
imagination and expression, the *savage' is said to 
have no creed whatsoever. Whereas his rituals are 
pregnant with symbolic meaning, his creed (when 
finally persuaded or pressed to express it) is at 
best incoherent and misleading.

What is of importance in "primitive religion", 
the anthropologists tell us, is the fact that the 
'savage' offers libation to his ancestors, offers 
sacrifices to keep the spirits happy, and consults 
the oracle to find out his destiny. Of course, when 
the savage is persuaded to explain his behaviour he 
does come out with a sort of explanation. But these 
explanations, the anthropologists tell us, are only 
excuses made up much later to explain why t&e 
3avage behaves as he does. This explanatory story 
is the germ which develops into creed. Creed in any 
religion then is not an integral part of that 
religion but only a later justification of ritual.

Anyone who is familiar with the traditional 
religions of Africa would readily agree that in these 
religions ritual plays a much more important role 
than does doctrine. Nowhere in Africa does one come 
across such a well ordered creed as that which is 
taught in Christian Catechism. The Niceene and the

/



“ 4 -

Apostle’s Creeds have nothing to compare with in 
African Religions. Nor is there in African traditio­
nal religions anything comparable to the sacred 
scriptures or the Holy Bible. It seems true to say 
that the adherents of African faiths lay much more 
emphasis on ritual than they do on doctrine. The 
practical aspect of religion has predominance over the 
theory. But even with these observations, few would 
concur with the anthropologists that therefore creed 
is non-existent in primitive religions.

The explanation advanced by the anthropologists 
is not without its own difficulties. In the first 
place, it is unsafe to suggest that the religion
of the ’savage’ is essentially the same as, or only

7an undeveloped form of the religion of the "higher 
cultures". There is simply no proof to support this. 
Even if, for the mflre purpose of argument, we agree 
that there is no creed or that creed is not an 
essential part of primitive religion, we could not 
with justification conclude that creed is not an 
integral part of religion as such. It does not foll­
ow that what is true of primitive religion is aut- 
amatically true of the more developed religions.

Secondly, even if the account of religion
given in this view were correct we would still be
justified in seeking the real reason why the savage

/
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so devotedly clings to his rituals. What is the real 
reason why the primitive man offers libation to 
the dead? Why does the savage so meticulously 
perform the final rites for his departed relatives? 
Why is it that in some societies a dead man is 
buried along with his possessions? It will not do 
for the anthropologist to tell us that there is no 
particular reason why the savage practices his 
rituals.

In most of the so-called primitive societies 
ritual is seen as a means, not an end in itself. It 
is not a source of pleasure but often times a very 
unpleasant necessity. And yet there must be some 
reason for having confidence in these rituals.

Among the African peoples it is extremely
important to observe the final rites of a dead
relative. It i3 believed that if the living fail to
carry out the proper burial and mourning, the dead
person will haunt the living and could cause them
much suffering or even death. Similarly, many
Africans believe in the importance of the cleansing
rituals as means of averting evil consequences of
actions done. Surely, these are reasons for
observing ritual. We may not feel that they are good
reasons but we must accept them as reasons. There
must be some reason,*no matter how vague, for every

+
/



6

ritual action, as these actions are not an end in 
themselves*

The anthropologist may be justified in refusing 
to take the various myths offered by the primitive 
people as the real reason for ritual* There are 
thousands of these myths which purport to explain 
events* Most of these myths cannot be taken serious­
ly* They do not constitute a sound scientific 
explanation of ritual* But where the anthropologist 
may go wrong is in doubting the possibility of a 
true and adequate account* Furthermore we may do 
well to remember here that the issue at stake is 
not whether the doctrines of African faiths are 
scientifically sound but whether in fact these 
faiths have any doctrines at all, '

Indeed, it seems that the primitive man not 
only has a creed or a doctrine, but that in fact 
this creed is the foundation of his ritual* He 
performs his rituals so that the rain may fall, so 
that he may avert evil and disease, and to restrain 
the spirits which surround him from turning against 
him* He performs these actions because he has faith 
in them* He believes, indeed knows* that certain 
actions Induce some power to make rain, to avert 
disease and to restrain the wrath of the spirits* 
(This last clause is not to be understood as implying 
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that there is a power greater than the spirits, for 
in some societies the spirits themselves are the 
power that man tries to calm with his rituals).

It is not the case then as the anthropologists 
may put it that ritual produces creed, but that 
creed proceeds ritual. This is true not only of 
primitive religions but of all religions. It is 
always the creed that impels one to ritual. Ritual 
would be meaningless unless it was based on a belief -
the belief that some power can be dealt with by

operforming certain actions.
Another anti-intellectual view of religion 

claims that religion is exclusively a matter of 
conduct and that any doctrine which is not immediately 
related to conduct is not an integral part^of religion.

True, religion has a great deal in common with
morality. Indeed, one’s conduct may be greatly
shaped or influenced by his religious convictions.
It is even plausible to admit that no part of
religion is irrelevant to conduct. But this admission
does not equate religion with morality. Every
conduct, every behaviour (moral) is a result of the
realization of some truth. Morality presupposes
knowledge and freedom. The question, "What is right
for me to do?" "How ought I to behave in such and
such a situation?" Can only be adequately answered

1 0
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If we are aware of the problem, we know possible 
alternatives and their consequences, and we are free 
to ohoose and act on any of these alternatives. But 
this awareness is knowledge, Ye cannot then have 
morality divorced from reason.

Even if we agree with the proponents of the view 
of religion as morality we must nevertheless point 
out that morality itself has to do with intellect.
In that case religion (which is here equated with 
morality) cannot be independent of reason.

But our everyday experiences do not support 
this purely moral view of religion. If a man living 
in a Christian society rejects Christianity, on
this view, he denies Christian morality since

*/Christianity is nothing more than Christian morality. 
But this is not true in experience, A one-time 
Christian may reject Christianity and still maintain 
his morality. But what has this man rejected? If 
his conduct remains the same he has not rejected 
Christian morality. It may be said that the man has 
rejected Christianity only by name while remaining
a Christian at Heart. This answer can be dangerous•
It aims at reducing every virtous atheist into a 
hypocrite. To avoid this, the upholder of religion 
as morality may say that the man in question has 
rejected not real,Christianity but only false
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Christianity. This is tantamount to saying that the 
man rejects the intellectual system annexed to relig­
ion. This argument would betray his cause for the 
intellectual aspect is precisely what is in question.

This theory differs from the first in that it 
acknowledges that there is such a thing as creed.
Creed may among other things form a basis for morality, 
But the very fact that morality is assisted by creed 
means that it is founded on intellect. The act of 
judging something as right or wrong presupposes 
knowledge of certain facts and this judgement is 
itself the function of the intellect. Not many 
people would argue that noivreligiou3 moral teaching 
(if there is such a thing) is religion, but few 
would deny that it is morality. And yet tl̂ is is what 
this view seems to advocate, namely, that religion 
is synonymous with morality.

Some believers propose to save faith from the 
intricate intellectual problems by claiming that 
religion belongs to the realm of feeling and so is 
not subject to intellectual scrutiny. That religion 
involves feelings cannot be denied. Religion does 
involve emotion^ but this does not render it unin­
telligible or anti-intellectrial. Christianity 
involves love - love of God and neighbour. Love is 
a feeling, but it is not on that account unintelligi­
ble. Christian love implies knowledge - knowledge of
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God and His Divine Will. Love may be an emotion but 
emotion does not stand alone in isolation from the 
other faculties of the mind. It includes both 
thinking and willing. One reason why an infant does 
not have emotions is that it has not yet developed 
its powers of thought. It is yet to learn to think, 
will and respond to stimuli. Emotions just like 
morality, have their foundations in intellect.

The three theories just examined fail through
their denial of the necessity of doctrine in religion.
It is true that ritual, morality and feeling are
elements of religion. But it is not true that these
are the sole constituents of religion either jointly
or severally. In all these theories we have found
out that one thing they have in common is ^heir
intellectual foundation. Ritual, conduct and feeling
have all got their roots in reason. While this does
not entitle us to conclude that creed is the essential
factor of religion, it does at least point to that
direction. Generally, religion cannot exist without
some belief as to the nature of God. In some
religions e.g. Buddhism, there is not a clear
concept of God or his nature. Every religion, however,
claims to present as true and intellectually sound
a doctrine which may rightly be described as that
religion’s theory of God. This belief is not some-

«*
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thing distinct or extra to religion itself. It is 
not the sole constituent of religion either. It is 
simply one aspect or element of religion but a vital 
and indispensable one. Our examination of the three 
theories above may not be conclusive evidence to show 
reason is an indispensable element in religion. But 
when these theories are taken along with a multitude 
of other theories of similar nature we can justifiably 
claim this role for reason.

But the fact that reason is an important element 
of religious claims does not in itself mean that 
therefore the philosophy of religion is capable of 
meeting the objectives that we stated at the open­
ing of this chapter. To show that philosophy can and 
does achieve these objectives we would have to answer 
certain question such as the possibility of religous 
claims being altogether beyond the scope of human 
knowledge. We would have to consider the possibility 
of religious knowledge being attainable by intuition 
and not by rational insight. Then again we would have 
to define the role of divine revelation and show 
where reason does come in.

These are not novel questions. Over the ages 
the same questions have been asked and different 
answers have been offered. It is not our intention 
here to reproduce the' various answers given to these 

✓
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questions. It is important to note, however, that 
in attempting to answer these questions we are 
really and actively "philosophising" about religion. 
In a sense we are already engaged in the aims of 
the philosophy of religion, tfe are trying to 
understand religion, its nature, origin, its claims, 
tfe are at the same time forming judgement (evalu­
ating) on what we thereby understand.

In the chapters that follow we shall examine 
the efforts of 3ome noteworthy individuals to come 
to grips with the phenomenon of religion. Sigmund 
Freud*s psycho-analytic theory of religion, Karl 
Marx*s economic theory and Robin Horton*3 scientific 
theory are all frantic attempts to explain away 
religion. Freud and Marx deal with religion as an 
universal phenomenon whereas Horton deals with the 
narrower field of African traditional religions.
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FOOTNOTES:

1* I use this term here in a rather rudimentary 
sense to indicate any theory of the nature of 
the power which governs and controls the 
world.

2. I am aware of certain arguments which claim 
priority for ritual but on the whole these 
arguments are for the most part contradictory.

3. 'Emotion will here refer to the positive 
conviction which is accompanied by the 
inability to prove or explain the conviction.
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CHAPTER II

SIGMUND FREUD’S PSYCHO-ANALYTIC THEORY

OP RELIGION

"that our researches may lead 
to a result that reduces 
religion to a state of neurosis 
of mankind and explains its 
grandiose powers in the same way 
as we should a neurotic obsession 
in our own individual patients"
(Sigmund Freud, Moses and Monotheism 
translated by Katherine Jones, *
Hogarth Press, London, 1939, p. 91).

Sigmund Freud approaches the religious 
phenomenon from the point of view of psycho-analysis. 
For him, all aspects of adult life can be traced 
back all the way to the initial situation the 
history of mankind. Culture, morals, religion and 
social organisation have their origin in totemism. 
Religion itself can be traced back to the infantile 
experiences of man.

According to Gorgio Zunini,1 Freud was 
greatly influenced by Darwin*s theory and Atkinson’s 
idea, both of which he adopted. Darwin had earlier 
claimed that primitive man lived in small hordes, 
each of which was subject to the tyranny of the eldest 
male member. Atkinson's idea was that this patriar­
chal regime ended in the revolt of the sons who 
killed and ate their father. Freud accepts both these
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theories. He then proceeds to incorporate Robertson 
Smith’s totem theory. The brothers, having killed 
their father, renounced the women on whose account 
they had eliminated the father. Exogamy was imposed 
and families re-arranged along matriarchal lines.
To the sons however, the idea of the father did not 
die out. He was still a forceful object of 
jealousy and fear. The sons were jealous of their 
dead father for having possessed their mother.
They were at the same time afraid of him whom they 
had innocently killed. Eventually, they chose an 
animal to represent their dead father. The animal 
wa3 their totem - their protecting spirit, which must 
be treated with full reverence and respect. No one 
was allowed to kill it. But once every yeafr one of 
these animals was slain and eaten in common in a 
ritual attended by all. This ritual was a comme­
moration of the liberation from paternal tyranny 
and the beginning of a new moral and social order. 
Here, in the earliest developments of totemism, 
says Freud, is where we must turn if we would 
understand the origins of religion.

Religion for Freud is more than an error. It 
is an illusion. Unlike error it cannot be shown 
to be false by use of reason. By its nature an 
illusion is an inten&e desire for something. Man so
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intensively desires an object that he lives as if he 
already possessed the object of his desire. This is 
illusion and it can neither be proved nor disproved. 
For Freud, the personal God is no more than a mag­
nified earthly father. The roots of such beliefs 
lie in the Oedipal complex. To understand religion 
then, it is necessary to trace back the infantile 
behaviour of the individual, regardless of his position 
in time or space. It is the Oedipal situation in 
which all infants necessarily find themselves as a 
consequence of being born and being unable to 
realise their instinctual drives in relation to the 
parent of the opposite sex that is largely responsible 
for religion.

In the earliest stages of life the child is 
totally dependent on the mother for all his needs.
The mother feeds him when he is hungry or thirsty.
She attends him when he i3 in discomfort, clothes 
him, and offers him her warmth and love. He is so 
entirely dependent on his mother for the satisfaction 
of his every need. This dependence gradually 
develops into a most intimate relationship between 
mother and son. The child learns his basic emotions 
in this relationship. He begins to love, hate, fear 
and feel anxious depending very much on the way the 
mother treats him. He also learns to respond to

/
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intimacy, insecurity and love. This early experience 
of complete dependence is, Freud tells us, crucial 
to his theory of religion.

As he grows older, the child extends his 
dependence to the father. He relies upon his father 
for the provision of need and protection from danger. 
But even at this stage in life the child entertains 
sexual desires directed towards his mother. Con­
sequently, he comes to regard his father as a rival 
who stands between the child and his heart’s desire. 
This realisation develops into ambivalent feelings 
in the boy. On the one hand, he murderously hates 
his father. On the other hand, he loves his father 
because he (the father) cares for him. The father 
is at once the object of admiration and loV'e, of 
jealousy and hate.

In the course of time the child makes another 
crucial discovery. He learns that contrary to his 
earlier impressions, his father is subjected to grave 
limitations. The father is not all-powerful or even 
all-good. The child learns that his father is some­
times helpless in face of problems and difficulties. 
He learns that his father is at times afraid of 
forces that he cannot control. Above all, he learns 
that his father has no power over death. He realises 
that one day the father will die and leave him

s
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defenceless and helpless.
With this discovery, another critical stage is 

reached. The new knowledge is completely incompatible 
with the knowledge hitherto attained. It produces in 
the child emotions which are wholly unacceptable.
And 3ince this knowledge is so unagreeable and un­
acceptable the child tends to push it into the back­
ground. But he cannot forget it completely. The 
emotions thu3 produced do not disappear. They linger 
in the back of the child's mind. In Freud's language, 
the unacceptable knowledge has been "repressed".
This i3 really a consequence of defence mechanism.
The new knowledge, if given free play, would tend
to cause some conflict. The undesireable knowledge

"/is forced into the unconscious. As long as the 
child is not actively conscious of the new knowledge 
the conflict is comfortably evaded.

All that has been said so far occurs in the 
family context. It is the family context that offers 
resolution to the conflict. (Ironically, it is also 
the family context that gives rise to this conflict.1) 
The family context offers the opportunity for the 
"ego** (the self or *1* concerned with self preser­
vation) to organize and channel the drives of the 
"id" (the store-house of the instincts entirely in 
the unconscious which contains all that is inherited).

✓



- 19 -

It is also in the family context that the ’super-ego* 
(the conscience or "inner-voice" which acts as the 
judge instructing the individual of right and wrong) 
is formed. The family context then presents a 
"modus vivendi" in what is rapidly learnt to be a 
dangerous environment.

But the family context is a micro-universe.
The universe in which the adult man finds himself, 
though in many respects similar to a family, is 
radically different from it. The universe, unlike 
the family is not a caring environment. It is utterly 
indifferent to human feelings. It is impersonal and 
knows no sympathy. It is capable of causing 
disastrous destructions through its unpredictable 
and uncontrollable events - earthquakes, floods, 
droughts, and epidemics. Man is aware of all these 
evils and indifferences which make the universe 
faceless, unbearable. But instead of accepting this 
universe as it is, he attempts to make it personal 
or at least caring and purposeful. He creates in his 
imagination, a father-figure which he projects into 
the universe. He continually lives "as if" that 
illusory creature really cares. All this is done, 
willingly or otherwise, for the purpose of resolving 
conflict. But this is all done at a price. The 
drives of the ’id’ have to be repressed. In the

✓



family context, an accomnondation had to be found for 
the father on whom the child depends but of whom he 
is jealous. In the universe, the price paid for 
creating and embracing religion is neurosis - a 
result of the conflict between the *ego* and the •id*. 
The world that religion offers (a world of meaning, 
care and purpose), requires the repression of bitter 
reality - that the universe is cruel and purposeless. 
Further, it requires an imaginary creation - a 
father who corresponds to the earliest-learnt source 
of care and purpose. Religion therefore, is a 
universal neurosis. It is the consequence of living 
"as - if" that wishful thinking were in reality true. 
This wishful thinking continually hinders one from

ydeveloping into full maturity. As long as man clings 
to religion he is still a helpless child depending 
for all his needs on an imaginary father who is free 
from all earthly limitations. For God is nothing 
but the "sublimated physical father of human beings".

It has been noted that manvs belief in God 
results from his projection of the father-figure onto 
the cosmic screen. Man stands in need of a father 
who is free of all earthly limitations. Such a 
father is readily provided by man*s own imaginations. 
Man, contrary to popular belief, is the creator. He 
creates a God and cherishes his belief in this creature
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- God. Thus man clings to religion for all his
practical needs. But what exactly is the role of
religion in man’s life?

Religion offers an alternative to neurosis,
explains the intricate ridlle of life, consoles and
relieves man from his fear of natural forces,
reconciles him to his miseries and enables him to
amend for the sufferings and privations that the
communal life of culture (the organised society) has
imposed upon him. Neurosis is a psychic disturbance
which often results from inner conflicts in childhood.
It is the result of the ego being unable to cope with
the outer world in the face of the demands of the inner,
instinctual drives. It is with thi3 disturbance that
Freud compares religion.

In Civilization and its Discontents he ha3 the
following to say about religion:

"It’s technique consists in depressing 
the value of life and distorting the 
picture of the real world in a delusional 
manner — which presupposes an 
intimidation of the intelligence. At this 
price, by forcibly fixing them in a state 
of physical infantilism and drawing them 
into a mass-delusion, religion succeeds 
in sparing i ~ .......

The religious believer then, i3 a neurotic. 
Obsessional neurosis is characterised by anti-social 
and primitive tendencies, highly developed defence

neurosis.

mechanisms, lackk^ef overt but presence of underlying
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anxiety, and an awareness of one's compulsions and 
obsessions as one's own with an accompanying sense 
that they are somehow foreign to his own being,
Freud would have us believe that the religious 
believer bears the same characteristics. Mortifica­
tion, penance, sacrifice and selflessness which are 
all too common in most religions are characteristic 
of the neurotic's primitive tendencies. They add 
up to some kind of mild asceticism. The act of 
projection and the deliberate transfer of responsi­
bility to an imaginary deity is a sure sign of 
defence mechanism. It is like blaming someone else 
for the fault that is truly one*3 own. Below the 
apparently contented and amicable face of a believer 
lies a whole world of conflict, anxiety and' nervous­
ness. The whole doctrine of religion and the 
dogmas is at once personal and yet beyond the 
believer. Qod is so far out of reach and yet so 
near. In a word, the believer is really an obsess­
ional neurotic.

In The Future of an Illusion Freud defines 
religion asj-

"that system of doctrines and pledges 
which on the one hand explains the 
riddle of the world to him with an enviable 
completeness, and on the other, assures 
him that a solicitous providence is watching 
over him and will make up for him in a 
future existence for any shortcomings in 
this life. JThe ordinary man cannot
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imagine this Providence in any other 
form than that of a greatly exalted 
father, for only such a one could understand 
the needs of the sons of men, or be 
softened by their prayers and placated 
by the signs of their remorse" 5

Once man i3 prepared to regard the universe as 
controlled and governed by gods it ceases to be 
impersonal and hostile. He develops high hopes of 
pleasing or ingratiating the gods. In his endavour 
to please, man tends to apply his "modus vivendi" 
to the universe. He applies to nature those patterns 
which have already been successful in the family 
context and in his social interactions. Thus he is 
enabled to face the most hostile forces of nature. 
Terror, pain, suffering, uncertainty, and death all 
become torelable. The "ego - id" conflict's played 
down and the believer lives in apparent calm and 
harmony. This is how religion replaces the individu­
al *s neurosis.

But religion is more than just a neurosis. A
more fundamental role of religion is its explanatory
function. In Civilization and its Discontents,Freud
quotes Goethe the poet, concerning the relationship
between religion and science.

"He who possesses science and art 
also has religion but he who 
possesses neither of these two, 
let him have religion! "4

For Freud, the roles of religion, science and arts are

/
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interchangeable. He does not, of course, equate
religion with science and arts which he calls "the
highest achievements of mankind”, but he sees their
interchangea-bility in that both of them attempt to
offer a solution to the riddle of life.

”The question of the purpose of human 
life has been raised countless times; 
it has never yet received a 
satisfactory answer and perhaps does 
not admit of one. Some of those who 
have asked it have added that if it 
should turn out that life has no 
purpose, it would lose all value for them.
But this threat offers nothing. It looks, 
on the contrary, as though one had a 
right to dismiss the question, for it 
seems to derive from human presumptousness, 
many other manifestations of which are 
already familiar to us. Nobody talks 
about the purpose of the life of animals, 
unless perhaps it may be supposed to lie 
in being of service to man. But this 
view i3 not tenable either, for therp 
are many animals of which man can malce 
nothing, except to describe, classify 
and study them; and inumerable species of 
animals have escaped even this use, since 
they existed and became extinct before 
man set eyes on them. Once again only 
religion can answer the question of 
the purpose of life. One can hardly 
be wrong in concluding that the idea 
of life having a purpose stands and fails 
with the religious system”5

Religion may be compared to tinted spectacles. A man
in dark spectacles sees everything around him as dark
When once man embraces religion he sees the universe
in a new light. In nature he sees design - the trade
mark of a wise designer. Nature ceases to be a
to be a meaningless, -purposeless, haphazard and
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uncaring conglomeration of objects. It becomes a
dear-pointer to some divine who is not insensitive
to human pleas. Man begins to see society as the
setting of the gods and natural environment as the
medium of interaction, between gods and men.
Eventually, man realises that in the place of a host
of gods he could create a single god with all the
combined attributes and powers of the host.
Monotheism, gradually grows from polytheism.
Consequently, man, who is only a child at heart,
gains a father who is omnipotent, omniscient, and
benevolent. With this provision the individual's
security is guaranteed. The believer lives in the
full awareness of a Divine who protects and provides
him with unparalleled security. '

The functions of religion (as Freud saw them)
are beautifully summed up by J. C. Flugel, in his
recapitulation of Freud*3 theory.

"The advantage that religion shares 
with all animistic beliefs in that 
we can deal with the forces of Nature 
as we can with people; we can bribe, 
flatter, implore, cojole, or perhaps 
even threaten them. At the stages of 
religion proper i.e. when spirits 
become exalted into gods, we can 
(as we have seen) enjoy a continuation 
of the protection and guidance that 
was given to U3 by our parents in our 
infancy. We need not feel that we are 
weak and helpless puppets of Chance or 
Destiny, forlorn orphans in a vast 
and heedless universe; on the contrary,
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we can enjoy the 3ense of playing 
an important part in a scheme of 
things run by an omnipotent Creator 
who watches over us lovingly as we 
play the role that he has alloted 
to us. Our puny efforts acquire 
dignity and meaning as part of a 
Higher Purpose, The seeming hard­
ships and injustices of life lose 
their sting when we believe that they 
only appear to us in this light 
because of the shortness of our vision 
or at least that divine justice will 
recompense U3 amply for the sufferings 
we have endured. When belief in 
personal immortality is added to our 
belief in God, the ever-present threat 
of death loses horror when confronted 
with the prospect of an eternity of 
bliss. Finally, our intellectual 
curiousity is gratified by an 
explanation of the origin, nature and 
purposes of the universe so far as our 
limited intellects are capable of /■
grasping problems of this magnitude -- "
Religion then is of tremendous use to the

individual, It comfortably and conveniently
V

reconciles men to their miseries. Men learn to
accept and live with all kinds of frustrations, 
humiliations, poverty and a multitude of otherwise 
unbearable miseries. They learn to live in hope - 
hope of compensation in another world. Religion 
provides a boundless fountain of hope and optimism 
in life. And above all, it promises continuation - 
after life.

Freud is well aware of all these advantages of 
religion but he makes no pretence about his disregard 
for religion.
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"The whole thing is so patently 
infantile, so foreign to reality, 
that to anyone with a friendly 
attitude to humanity it is painful 
to think that the majority of mortals 
will never be able to rise above this 
view of life. It is still more 
humiliating to discover how large a 
number of people living today, who 
cannot but see that this religion 
is not tenable, nevertheless try 
to defend it piece by piece in a 
series of pitiful rearguard 
action."7

Freud is convinced of the danger posed on 
mankind by religion. It is the greatest enemy of man 
and truth. Man mu3t constantly be on his guard 
against all sorts of illusions especially the illusion 
of religion. He must continuously wage war against 
escapism. He muat learn to face himself as he is 
and to live in his world, no matter how cruel and 
heartless it may be. The religious man is a neurotic 
and like all neurotics he stands in dire need of a 
cure. The cure that Freud recommends is psychoanalysis. 
Man must be re-educated. In this re-education, 
science and rationality, not religion, mu3t be brought 
to the fore. Man must be made aware that religion is 
only an illusion, a projection based on fear and 
frustration. When man seei religion as it really is 
then religion will automatically lose all its magic. 
Religion, if Freud is to be believed, has no future. 
Psychoanalysis will eventually succeed in eradicating

10
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it from society. There is no need for organised or 
forceful campaigns against religion for it is on its 
way to its grave - of a natural death.

Setting aside the truth value of his theory, 
Freud may be shown to be a victim of methodology. His 
knowledge of religion is in the main drawn from his 
clinical experience. From his analysis of men who 
are mentally imbalanced he proceeds to describe and 
analyse their religion. The objection to this 
approach is that the patient is already so mentally 
sick that his religion cannot be taken to exhibit 
anything but the religion of a mad man. The religion 
of these patients cannot be taken as a valid model 
for generalised statements of religion "per se".
What Freud says about religion may in fact %e true.
But if it turns out to be true it can only be a coin­
cidence. The truth of religion is a question which 
requires massive evidence. Unfortunately, Freud is 
a long way from providing the required evidence. A 
balanced view of religion (not a prejudiced stand or 
the religion of insane individuals) must take into 
account a lot more than Freud’s own limited case 
material. Instead of utilising the anthropological 
evidence as serious data Freud treats it as a source 
from which to derive stories to illustrate his theory.
Further, it is unscientific for one to presuppose

+
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(as Freud does) the falsity of what one is supposed
to investigate. The bias so created at the beginning
must innevitably interfere with the findings.

"Psychoanalytic theory remains a 
clinical theory, and its extension 
to explain non-pathological experience, 
is rendered dangerous by the fact that 
all evidence is drawn from patients * 
whose experiences are pathological. " 0

Methodological error notwithstanding, the theory
itself is incomplete. It accounts for the religious-

. *'
ness of individual people. What it fails to do is 
show how this leads to the development of religious 
institutions. How is the religiousness of individu­
als related to the growth of religious institutions 
in society?

In his explanation of religious rights and
ypractices, Freud employs the story of the primal 

horde. This story, like the creation story in 
Genesis, is subject to a variety of interpretations.
It may be understood as a myth whose purpose is to 
illuminate our understanding of the origin of religi­
on by means of an allegory. It may alternatively 
be interpreted as an imaginative reconstruction of 
actual events. This reconstruction is purportedly 
supported by anthropological material and by in­
ferences drawn from clinical experience. The bulk of 
evidence, however, shows that Freud meant the story 
to be given a historical interpretation. Earnest 
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Jo n es, h i3  En glish  b iograph er, seems to  support

this interpretation when he writes*-
"About these happenings there can 
be little doubt: fathers, gods, 
and kings have been slain 
innumerable times in the tragic 
history of mankind."9

But a historical interpretation of this story poses 
certain problems for the theory of religion. On 
the whole it has the unfortunate consequence of 
rendering Freud’s theory even more incredible. The 
theory is seen as contradicting most of what is 
known to be the case in history. If the story of the 
primal horde were a historical fact it would be 
expected that most simple societies would have 
toteraism as their form of religion. There would be 
many well-known examples of such societies/'where the 

ceremonial slaying and eating of the totem was pract­
ised. We would expect pre-totemic societies to be 
devoid of any 3ort of religion, morals and organisa­
tion. These societies would be characterised by 
cannibalism and group marriage or even public promis­
cuity. But anthropological evidence does not con­
firm any of these expectations. The Freudian theory, 
especially the bit about the Oedipal complex is 
difficult to accept. There is no evidence in its 
support. And if this complex is unacceptable it would 
be difficult to accommodate Freud’s claim that the

✓
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growth of religious institutions is to be explained 
by reference to the Oedipal situation. Thus, e*n 
unbridgeable gap is left between the religion of 
the individual and the origin of religions institut 
ions.

It may also be noted that Freud incorporates 
in his theory much of what are in fact his own 
personal problems. His troubled and anxious relation­
ship with his family, with Judaism, and with religion 
in general unconsciously came to the fore in his theory 
of religion.

But if thi3 theory is incredible it is 
equally irrefutable. No scholar has so far con­
clusively disapproved Freud’s theory. This may be

Vattributed to the fact that Freud’s theory of
religion is unscientific. Bowker makes an interesting
remark in this connection:

"The basic defect of Freud’s theory of 
religion is not that it cannot possibly 
be right, but that it cannot possibly 
be wrong: all evidence that superficially 
appears to contradict the theory, is 
converted to become evidence for the 
theory, because it can be regarded 
as evidence of repression or of defence 
against the true nature of what is 
going onwlO

True, the theory is built on inadequate anthropolo­
gical evidence. It is also true that evidence for 
some situations points in other directions. But 
f°r Sigmund Freud, all this simply means that in
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those particular situations the Oedipal complex is 
being solved totemically, even though certain 
surviving totemic practices do not make it manifest. 
What really happens is that the layers of defence 
and repression are built as a way of handling the 
basic Oedipal guilt. Whether or not the actual 
slaying of the father did ever take place in the 
fashion of Freud’s description is immaterial. He 
is convinced that he has identified the origin of 
religion in the history of human race.

Freud’s frustration theory is itself the source 
of frustration for other scholars. It is impossible 
to falsify it. Those anthropologists who fail to 
see Freud’s point must be seen to fail in recognising

f t *and resolving their own Oedipal situation. 7 But 
if a theory cannot be falsified, if it cannot be 
tested, it is at the best improbable, and at the 
worst, for all practical purposes worthless.

The situation is indeed so irritating that it 
leads such psychologists as Max Hammerton to 
sincerely wish that Freud had never been born. He 
sums up his criticism in Listener: 1 1

” 1 consider first, that the whole corpus 
of Freudian doctrine, considered as a 
system, 3tands not upon one grain of 
scientific foundation: second, that there 
isn’t a scrap of positive evidence that 
psycho-analysis has ever cured anyone of

/
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anything. --  Whatever behaviour a
person exhibits, there is a Freudian 
mechanism to account for it afterwards.
They sedulously avoid making 
predictions which can be put to test:
Freud himself called upon his 
disciples not to "delude themselves" 
into thinking they could do so."
What about the universality which Freud claims

for totemism? History seems to contradict this
claim, Schmidt points out that the three great
ruling races, namely, the Indo-Europeans, Hamito-
Semites, and the Ural-Altaics, had originally no
totemism. They only acquired it much later from
their extensive travels and then only in a distorted
form.'1'2

To stress the implausibility of the Freudian
theory he goes on to say:- ,

"The picture which we thus get of the 
earliest men is certainly way differant 
from that which Freud constructs in his 
theory. To bring such men into 
connection with modern sex-ridden 
neurotics, as he would have us do, and 
from this connection to deduce the 
alleged fact that all thought and 
feelings, especially subliminal, is 
founded on and saturated with sex, 
must remain lo3t labour. Thus,
Freud*s hypothesis lose its last 
shadown of hope ever to corraborate 
or establish any single part of itself, 
for every part collapses in ruin."13

Perhaps more than anything else Freud*s over- 
confidence in rationality and science has contributed 
to his failure. He is convinced that any and all
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the problems of mankind can be solved by science.
Unfortunately, men are discovering everyday that
science is not the answer to all our needs and
problems. One of the wide areas where science is
at a loss is in the field of man’s spiritual needs.
There have been thousands of theories aimed at
discrediting religion. The problem with these
advocates of abolition is that they offer nothing
much in the way of substitute. Often, their denial
of religion only serves to affirm it. No one
expresses this better than Zunin.

“---the strange thing is that the
psychologist who has dismissed God 
as an illusion prepares for himself 
and finds himself face to face with 
another god, no less mysterious and 
dangerous than the one he has driven 
away. He is face to face with the 
god of human reason. In Freud himself 
we find an attachment, which has all^the 
appearance of a religious belief. There 
is just one difference - in place of God 
there is man, self-sufficient and alone, 
not real man but symbolic man into whom 
men’s desires are projected.

It is significant even from the 
psychological point of view, that we 
cannot create a void where God should 
be, and that when we believe we have 
eliminated him we have merely set 
another in his place. How many 
divinities have succeeded each 
other in the course of history!
Leaving alone the divinities of 
the various religions, we have 
only to think of some of the 
ideologies: •’matter", the "spirit", 
reason, society, the state"1**

About the inadequacy of science to satisfy

every need of m^"he writes:
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"In face of a science which professes 
to take the place of religion and 
thereby runs the risk of being a 
false science and a wretched religion we 
we may well find ourselves inclined 
to return to the old-fashioned idea 
of religion overtaking science 
precisely in its most appropriate 
function, which is the search 
for truth and reverence for what
transcends human capacity --
it (science) cannot introduce 
eternal man, the man of all 
centuries, into the mystery - 
today more profound than ever - of the 
world around him and of his own inner life, 
unless a spell-bound admiration, a 
"pietas" tnat bows its head before a 
great invisible po^er. A religion 
which sees man against the background of 
a great and mysterious Absolute and 
a science which bides its time 
respectifully and vigilantly while 
endavouring to approach this Absolute, 
can and must co-exist if man is really 
to understand himself and his place in 
the world."15

yIronically, depth-psychology instead of killing 
religion, seems to be indirectly reinforcing it.
It does this by demonstrating the fundamental nature 
and infantile origin of the needs underlying religion. 
It draws attention to the value of the emotional 
satisfaction which is extremely important from the 
point of view of mental and social hygiene. 
Psychoanalysis endows religious belief with a signi­
ficance far greater than we should be inclined to 
accord it from the stand-point of physical science.

In Moses and Monotheism. Freud expresses his 
hope that his researches might lead "to a result
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that reduces religion to the state of a neurosis
of mankind and explains its grandiose
powers in the same way as we would a neurotic
obsession in our own individual patients.
But the ability of psychoanalysis to explain even
neurosis of the individual has come under attack:

"--- it may be asserted with some
confidence that the expectations that 
depth-psychology would disaprove of 
gods and demons for us has been 
gravely disappointed. The god3 are
dead indeed -- . But although they
are dead, they will not lie down.
And it is depth-psychology itself 
which is expressing them again in 
all their potency - indeed in all 
their naked primitiveness and 
explosiveness as inescapable 
factors in the fashioning of human 
health and happiness, misery and 
destiny. Paradoxically, in the 
very fact of treating them as ^
"projections" or contents of the ^ 
unconscious, it has revealed their 
ineluctable and all-pervasive 
power. Scientifically labelled and filed, 
the gods all the more persistently go 
a-begging for our attention, and that with 
a claim more imperious, than such as can 
be heard in logical "arguments for 
the existence of God."17
So far, the reader may get the impression that 

Freud’s contribution is minimal and, in the main, 
negative. This is not true. Freud has also made 
some lasting contributions to our understanding of 
religion. His theory gives a deeper insight into 
the present state of religion especially in the 
Western World. Religion is fast withering away in the
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West. A reading of Freud would suggest that this 
may be due to the fact that men have over-intelle- 
ctualised religion. It has been uprooted from its 
lowly origins in mental, instinctive human needs and 
experience and turned into an academic occupation.
It has been submitted, even by Freud himself, to the 
norms of science and rationality. The consequence 
is that religion, which does not readily respond to 
these investagions is rashly judged to be meaningless 
and irrelevant to healthy human experience. Freud’s 
theory then serves as a clear indication of the danger 
of over-intellectualising religion.

Nor can we easily ignore the idea of the 
unconscious in religion. Prior to Freud’s theory, 
scholars had assumed that religion was wholly a 
rational affair. The rationalistic theories had 
sought to reveal the origins of religion in the 
rational thought of the individual. Freud’s theory, 
on the other hand, was quite the opposite. He 
supposes religion to provide a radical alternative 
to scientific thought. This alternative is readily 
accepted because scientific truth is so bitter. By 
this approach, Freud so decisively cut away from 
the rationalistic theories that it is difficult 
to make a come-back to them. For Freud, anything 
3hort of realisable ideal of complete consciousness 
is abnormal and .^thological. Theology itself is not



opposed to this. Religion in the 3ense of creeds 
and external cults arises from man’s relative 
unconsciousness, from his incomprehension and 
disharmony with the creative mind behind the universe, 
and from man’s relative unconsciousness, and from 
his own inner conflicts and divisions. Such 
religion, in Christian theology, is the result of 
man’s fall from original innocence and integrity, 
his remoteness from Divine Vision. Freud’s idea 
of the unconsciousness then was not without some 
truth. It is true that religion depends partly on 
the unconscious. Freud’s mistake was in thinking 
that religion, like neurosis can be psycho-analysed 
away. Our contention is that Freud over-stressed 
the idea of unconsciousness. In our judgei^ent 
neither extreme (rationalism or psycho-analysis) is 
satisfactory. The truth seems to lie in the middle 
course.

Finally, the theory warns against the danger 
of "blind" religiousness. Alongside of its benefic­
ent function, religion in its more crude forms can 
exercise a more severe crippling and inhibiting 
effect upon the human mind by fostering irrational 
anxiety and guilt, and by hampering the true play 
of intellects. The theory seems to imply that reli­
gion must not be given full play of emotions. It is

our beliefs and practices to
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rational test occasionally so as to rule out the 
danger of irrational anxiety. Thus, though his 
theory is a "frustration theory" it has some valuable 
contributions for religion at large.

When all is said, we must accept Sigmund 
Freud a3 one of the greatest psychologists that ever 
lived. It is interesting that he did not succeed 
in explaining away religion altogether. We suggest 
two major reasons for this failure. First, like 
Marx and Horton, Freud takes the claims and beliefs 
of religion too literally. In particular, he fails 
to acknowledge the symbolic dimension of the religi­
ous phenomenon. As a consequence he takes religion 
at its face value and it is this he subjects to his 
psycho-analytic tests. The result is not Surprising 
in the least. A necessary condition for a meaningful 
criticism of any subject is that the critic should 
adequately understand his subject. Possession of 
incomplete or inaccurate knowledge of the subject, 
more likely than not, produces an ineffective 
criticism.

Secondly, Freud does not approach the question 
objectively. As we have pointed out earlier Freud 
starts his inquiry with a strong bias against 
religion. His theory is a justification of what he 
already believes, and not (as it should be) an 

/
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objective and critical scrutiny of facts leading to 
a logical conclusion. In as far as he is subjective 
and not objective, Freud is also unscientific in his 
approach. These two factors, more than anything 
else seem responsible for Freud's failure to explain 
away religion.

/
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CHAPTER III

KARL MARX'S SOCIO-ECONOMIC THEORY 
OF RELIGION

Karl Marx's critique of religion was greatly 
influenced by both Ludwig Feuerbach and Hegel. In 
his exposition of the critique of religion he adopts 
Hegel's dialectical method. We shall here only 
briefly outline this method.

Hegel's task was to discover the method by 
which the categories deduce themselves. The method 
which he discovered consists of thesis, antithesis, 
and sythensis. A simple way of explaining Hegel's 
dialectical method is to give a concrete example of 
it, and then state the general logical principles 
involved.

As a starting point we may think of the notion 
of pure being. We think of pure being as abstracted 
from all specific determinations whatever. If we 
take a concrete object, say a table, we can form an 
abstract idea from it by thinking only of its 
"isness", it's being, what it shares with all other 
objects in the world. In this process we shall be 
forced to think of the table without its square­
ness, brownness, hardness, or even its very table- 
hood. We shall in this way end up with a pure

/
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vacuum. This emptiness, this vacuum, is not anything. 
It is the absence of everything. It is nothing.
Being, then, is the same as nothing. The pure 
concept of being does contain the idea of nothing.

Now, to show that one category contains another 
category is to deduce the second category from the 
first. What we have just done above is deduce the 
category nothing from the category being.

Since being and nothing are identical one pass­
es into another. Being passes into nothing and 
nothing in turn passes into being. We have in this 
change a passage of nothing and being into each 
other. This passage is the category of becoming.

In this example we have a clear picture of the 
method by which the categories deduce themselves.
In the example, we started with being. • From this 
we deduced nothing. From the relationship between 
the categories of being and nothing we further 
deduced the category of becoming.

Being, nothing, becoming, is the first 
Hegelan "triad". Throughout his system Hegel 
employs this tripple rhythm. His first category 
(the thesis) is always an affirmative category - 
being, for example. The second category (the 
antithesis) ia always the negative, or opposite 
of the first - (e.g. nothing). It denies what the

/
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th e s is  a ff irm s . But i t  i s  im portant to  note th a t
e

a n ti th e s is  i s  not brought in  from an e x te rn a l  

so u rce . I t  i s  shown to  sp rin g  from th e  th e s is  in  

which i t  i s  con tain ed . But th e  th e s is  and the  

a n ti th e s is  stand in  co n fro n ta tio n  and co n tra d ic tio n  

o f each o th e r . This c o n tra d ic tio n  i s  resolved  by 

th e  s y th e n s is . But th e  sy th en sis  i s  not an end in  

i t s e l f .  I t  p o s its  i t s e l f  as a new a s s e r t io n , as 

an a ff irm a tiv e  ca teg o ry  which becomes th e  th e s is  

o f a new t r i a d .  The sy th en sis  o f one t r i a d  i s  

th e re fo re  a t  th e same tim e th e  th e s is  o f a higher 

t r i a d .

By t h is  method Hegel hoped to  reach  a categ o ry  

which does not give r i s e  to  any c o n tra d ic tio n . This 

way he envisaged a means o f  p assing from th e  f i r s t  

reason  o f th e  world to  th e  world i t s e l f ,  th e spheres  

o f n atu re and s p i r i t s .

The im portance o f t h is  method i s  th a t  i t  

o ffe rs  a p o ssib le  so lu tio n  to  th e problem o f g e ttin g  

out o f each ca teg o ry  what i s  not in  i t .  This 

presented a major d i f f i c u l t y  f o r  Spinoza who 

having p osited  an i n f in i te  su b stan ce , found i t  

u t te r ly  im possible to  deduce th e  f i n i t e  from th e  in ­

f i n i t e .  The o b je c tio n  was th a t  such a p r a c tic e  

would be an infringem ent o f  th e  law o f id e n ti ty

acco rd in g  to  which not A cannot issu e  out o f A, or
*

/
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the finite out of the infinite.
This then, was the method which Karl Karx 

adopted and used in his critique of religion.
Ludwig Peuerbach was an enthusiastic 

disciple of Hegel at the University of Berlin.
In his later years, however, he developed his own 
philosophy which was quite a marked departure from 
Hegel*s theology and philosophy. By taking as his 
main thesis that religion is a worship of man and 
not of God, Peuerbach advanced an anti-theological 
explanation of religion.

The b a s i s  o f  r e l i g i o n  i s  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  

d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e e n  man an d  b e a s t .  Why i 3  i t  t h a t  

man h a s  a  r e l i g i o n  b u t  t h e  b e a 3 t  d o e s  n o t  h a v e ?

It is, in Peuerbach*3 answer, because man is1 

conscious of himself as pertaining to a species.
He is conscious of himself as a "species-being" 
("Gattungswesen"). It is the analysis of man as 
species-being that is the key to the analysis of 
religion. The brute is not conscious of itself as 
belonging to any species. It cannot therefore have 
a religion. Man, by thinking about his species, 
transcends his own individuality. The beast is 
limited to its individuality. Once man has overcome 
his individual limitations he begins to attain a 
consciousness of the infinite. Now, the conscious­

/
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ness o f th e  i n f in i te  i s  g en erally  considered as

r e l ig io n . T h is, accord in g to  Feuerbach i s  t r u e .

But i t  i s  only tru e  i f  th e consciousness o f  th e

in f in i te  i s  seen as man's own consciousness o f

h im self -  o f  h is  own in f in i te  n atu re .

R elig io n  i s  a dream. I t  i s  man's pipe-dream

which r e f l e c t s  h is  s itu a tio n  while a t  th e  same tim e

providing a fa n ta sy  g r a t i f i c a t io n  f o r  man's wishes

to  overcome h is  s i tu a t io n . In  The Essence of

C h r is t ia n ity . Feuerbach regard s both fe e lin g s  and

re l ig io n  as dreams:

"F e e lin g  i s  a dream w ith th e eyes 
open; r e l ig io n  th e  dream of waking 
con sciou sn ess; dreaming is^ th e  key to  
th e m ysteries o f r e lig io n "L

But why, and how does re lig io n  come to  be?
y

I t  a l l  a r is e s  from man's consciousness o f h is  

h elp lessn ess and dependence.

Man i s  y e l l  aware of h is  dependence on n atu re  

and on o th er men. This h elp lessn ess and dependence 

cause him much con cern . He wants to  overcome them 

and be s e l f - r e l i a n t .  The only way f o r  him to  

overcome th ese  d e fe c ts  i s  by appealing to  h is  

im agin ation . Consequently, he ends up p ro je c tin g  

in to  'h eaven ' what he fin d s on e a r th . What even tu al­

ly  comes to  be known as r e l ig io n  i s  r e a l ly  nothing  

more than th e r e a l iz a t io n s  o f  man's h e a r t -a  f u l f i l -

/
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ment o f h is  w ishes.

R elig ion  i s  th e re fo re  a p ro je c tio n . But i t  i s  

not ju s t  an haphazard p ro je c tio n . I t  i s  a p ro je ctio n  

based on moral judgement. Man 3ees as d ivine or 

godly, only what he lo v e s , p ra ise s  o r d e s ire s . What 

he blames o r d e te s ts  he p asses f o r  e v i l  and ungodly. 

From th e comparison o f p a r t ic u la r  im p erfect individu­

a l s ,  man a r r iv e s  a t  th e notion  of- a most p e rfe c t  

d e ity . The p e rfe c tio n  o f God i s ,  to  put i t  cru dely , 

th e  sum t o t a l  o f th e d e sir# a b le  q u a li t ie s  in  human 

b ein gs. From p a r t ic u la r  adm irable men th e idea of 

human p e rfe c tio n  i s  con ceived . This conception is  

then p ro jected  ou tsid e th e world o f man and ascrib ed  

to  an im aginary being.

But r e l ig io n  i s  not ju s t  a question at moral

c o n sid e ra tio n s . I t  i s  p r in c ip a lly  and p r a c t ic a l ly

a form of com pensation. The heaven o f re lig io n

provides th e  needs o f th e  e a rth ly  man. What man

cannot fin d  on e a rth  he must seek in  heaven. In

r e lig io n  a l l  h is  f r u s tr a t io n s  a re  compensated fo rj

"The more empty l i f e  i s ,  th e  f u l l e r ,  
th e more co n cre te  i s  God. The 
im proverishing o f th e  r e a l  world and 
th e en rich in g  o f God i s  one a c t .
Only th e poor man has a r ic h  God.
God sp rin gs out o f fe e lin g  o f a want; 
whatoman i s  in  need o f  . . .  th a t  i s  
God"-*

In th e  same way th e sexu al f r u s tr a t io n  o f the  

ch a ste  monk fin d s com pensation in  th e  most sensual
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Heavenly V irg in :

"The monks made a vow o f c h a s t i ty  
to  Godj th ey m o rtified  th e sexu al  
passion  in  them selves, but 
th e re fo re  th ey had in  heaven, in  
th e  V irgin  Mary, th e  image of  
woman -  an image o f lo v e . They 
could th e  more e a s ily  dispense  
with r e a l  woman in  p rop ortion  
as an id e a l  woman was an, 
o b je c t o f  love to  them."**'

For Feuerbach, th e  man who b e lie v e s  in  th e

t r a d i t io n a l  god i s  an enstranged man. He i s

a lie n a te d  from h im self. But to  understand what

Feuerbach means by a lie n a tio n  o f man from h im self,

i t  i s  n ecessary  to  dwell to  some len gth  on man’ s
*

n a tu re . In d ivid u al man, i t  i s  to  be remembered, i s

lim ite d . But man as a s p e c ie s , th e  all-m an , i s

u n lim ited . He i s  in  f a c t  i n f i n i t e .  The in f in i ty

of the human species i3 characterised by reason,
w ill  and lo v e . By reco g n isin g  th e se  (reaso n , love

and w il l )  as i n f i n i t e ,  man reco g n ises  an o b je ct o f

ab solu te  w orth. But as Feuerbach c le a r ly  s ta te s

"The ab solu te  to  man i s  h is  own n a tu r e ." '5 So in

reco g n isin g  th e  ab so lu te , th e  i n f i n i t e ,  he i s  only

reco g n isin g  h im self as ab so lu te  and i n f i n i t e .

But man i s  slow to  acknowledge t h i s .  He does

not d i r e c t ly  a t ta in  th e  knowledge o f i n f in i ty .

In s te a d , he a t t r ib u te s  h is  own in d ivid u al lim ita tio n s

to  th e  human s p e c ie s . The human sp ecies  th e re fo re

tak es  on a f a ls e  c h a ra c te r  o f  f in itu d e . The i n f in i te
/
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perfection of man (which rightly belongs to the 
species) is then attributed to an external object - 
God. So God, and not man is seen as infinite 
knowledge, will and love. Religion then, is man’s 
earliest and indirect form of self knowledge. What 
man is really contemplating in religion is his own 
nature, not God.

The alienation into which man finds himself 
consists in ascribing to God man’s perfection. By 
ascribing his perfect qualities to God man impoveri­
shes his own nature. He ascribes to himself only 
the inferior qualities which he could not accord 
to God, His nature is seen as imperfect, incidental 
and merely individual, God becomes man’s antithesis

"Religion is the disuniting of man fr&n 
himself; he sets God before him as 
the antithesis of himself. God is 
not what man is - man is not what 
God is. God is the infinite, man the 
finite being; God is perfect, man is 
imperfect; God eternal, man temporal;
God Almighty, man weak, God holy, man 
3inful. God and man are extremes;
God is the absolutely positive, the sum 
of all realities; man the absolutely 5 
negative, comprehending all negations"
In this alienation an error i3 committed. The

attributes of man are ascribed to divinity. This
leads man to thinking that divinity is external to
him. In reality, however, both the attributes
and the subject (God) are human. The progressive

/
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development o f r e l ig io n  t e s t i f i e s  to  th e  id e n tity

o f th e su b ject and o b je c t -  God and man.

"So long a3 man i s  in  a mere s ta t e  
o f n a tu re , so long i s  h is  God a mere 
n atu re God -  a p e rs o n if ic a tio n  o f  
some n a tu ra l f o r c e . When man 
in h ab its  hou3e& he a ls o  en closes  
h is  Gods in  tem p les. The temple 
i s  only th e  m an ifesta tio n  o f th e  
value which man a tta c h e s  to  b e a u tifu l  
b u ild in g s. Temples in  honour of  
re l ig io n  a re  in  trutfy tem ples in  honour 
o f a rc h ite c tu r e  -----" '

The ch allen ge f o r  man then i s  to  e ra d ic a te  h is

a lie n a tio n , to  end th e  f a ls e  a n ti th e s is  and come to

know him self as he i s  -  i n f i n i t e .  This ta sk  must be

p r a c t i c a l ly  execu ted . I t  cannot be solved by Hegel’ s

philosophy o f th e  S p i r i t .  I t  must be done in  a

manner which w il l  t r u ly  re c o n c ile  man to  h im self.

Hegel proposed an i d e a l i s t i c  so lu tio n  to  thfe problem

o f a lie n a tio n . What i s  needed, Feuerbach th in k s ,

i s  a co n cre te  and em p irical so lu tio n  which w ill

e ra d ic a te  th is  u n fortu n ate problem once and f o r  a l l .

For Feuerbach, Hegel had only succeeded in  tu rn in g

th e  tru th  upside-down. What i s  now req u ired  i s  a

ra d ic a l  re v e rs a l  o f Hegel’ s m isleading philosophy:

"Why then dost thou a lie n a te  man’s 
consciousness from him, and make i t  
th e s e lf-co n scio u sn e ss  o f a being  
d is t in c t  from man, o f th a t  which 
i s  an o b je ct to  him? Why do3t thou  
v in d ica te  e x is te n ce  to  God, to  man 
only consciousness o f th a t  e x is te n ce ?
God has h is  consciousness in  man, 
and man h is  being in  God? Man’ s 
knowledge o f God i s  God’ s knowledge

/
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o f h im self? What a d ivorcin g  
and c o n tra d ic tio n ! The tru e  
statem ent i s  th is *  man's 
knowledge o f  God i s  man's 
knowledge o f h im self, o f  h is  
own n atu re . Only th e  u n ity  o f * 
being and consciousness i s  t r u t h .1,8

In r e l ig io n , man g e ts  to  understand, not God

but h is  in ner s e l f .  His id e a ls  o f human e x ce lle n ce

fin d  exp ression  in  th e  notion  o f God as th e  o b je ct

o f re l ig io u s  con sciou sn ess. The h is to ry  o f r e l ig io n

i s  th e  h is to ry  o f man and i t s  apex (C h r is t ia n ity )

i s  th e  f in a l  d isc lo su re  o f  th e  tru e  fundamental

conception  o f man.

Monotheism, e s p e c ia lly  C h ris tia n  monotheism, 

succeeds in  p o rtray in g  th e  tru th  to  man. In Judaism  

t r u th  i s  presented  only p a r t i a l l y .  Human n atu re i s  

p ortrayed  only in  a narrow, n a tio n a l, e g o is t ic  form. 

Jehovah re p re se n ts  th e n a tio n a l consciousness o f  th e  

I s r a e l i t e s .  He i s  th e  symbol o f man not as u n iv ersa l  

but as n a tio n a l. In  C h ris tia n  monotheism, however, 

th e  complete tru th  i s  rev ealed  to  u s . The C h ris tia n  

God i s  man -  man strip p ed  o f h is  in d ivid u al l im ita ­

t io n s , man as a sp e cie s  -  being, on exp ression  o f  

th e  t r u ly  human.

The C h ris tia n  r e l ig io n  then i s  th e  h igh est 

form o f  r e l ig io n . I t  i s  p r a c t i c a l  and re v o lu tio n a ry . 

I t  attem pts to  overcome th e  b i t t e r  r e a l i t y  and estab ­

l i s h  s a t i s f a c t io n  for.m an. But i t  i s  u nfortu n ate

/
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th a t  r e l ig io n  chooses f o r  i t s  method, fa n ta s y . Why

must re l ig io n  r e s o r t  to  a dream-world? The reason

i s  th a t  men a re  not y e t ready o r powerful enough or

even knowledgeable enough to  pursue t h e i r  goal

( th a t  o f overcoming th e  i l l s  o f th e  w orld) in  r e a l i t y .

When man becomes powerful and knowledgeable enough,

r e l ig io n  w ill  w ith er away and d ie . R elig io n  i s

u sefu l only as long as men have not achieved a high

degree o f knowledge and power.

One o f H egel’ s c r i t ic is m s  ag ain st re l ig io n  was

th a t  th e  tru th  i s  expressed in  a sensous form . This

amounts to  a c r i t i c i s m  o f th e  anthropomorphic n ature

o f r e l ig io n . For Feuerbach on th e  o th er hand,

r e l ig io n  i s  not only anthropomorphic but must be so

i f  i t  i s  to  be o f any meaning o r re le v a n ce > to  man.

God must be a human God i f  he i s  to  be of any

relev an ce  to  th e  consciousness o f human b ein gs.

God must sh are a common n atu re w ith man.

"In  r e l ig io n  man seeks contentm ent; 
re l ig io n  i s  h is  h igh est Good. But how could  
he fin d  co n so la tio n  and peace in  God i f  
God were an e s s e n tia l ly  d if fe r e n t  being?
How can I  sh are th e  peace o f a being i f  
I  am not o f  th e  same n atu re with him?
I f  h is  n atu re i3  d if fe r e n t  from mine, 
h is  peace i s  e s s e n tia l ly  d if fe re n t  -  
i t  i s  no peace f o r  me. How then can  
I  become a p artak er o f  h is  n atu re?
But how can I  become a p artak er  
o f h is  n atu re i f  I Qam r e a l ly  o f  a 
d iffe re n t  n a tu re ? "y

/



F in a lly , i t  must be pointed out t h a t ,  fo r  

Feuerbach i t  was not n ecessary  fo r  man to  give up 

h is  f a i th  in  th e  e x is te n ce  o f an e te rn a lly  p resen t 

D iv in ity , A ll th a t  was needed i s  th a t  man should 

giv e up h is  f a i th  in  a tran sced en t God and in  a 

beyond. A fte r a l l  th e  e r r o r  th a t  men so freq u en tly  

commit i s  not one o f  b e liev in g  in  a D iv in ity  but o f  

p u ttin g  t h e i r  t r u s t  in  a tran sced en t God, The tru e  

a th e is t  in  Feuerbach13 own words i s  Hone who denies

th e  p re d ica te s  o f th e d ivin e being ----- not th e  one

to  whom th e  s u b je cts  o f th e se  p re d ica te s  i s  n o th in g .”

KARL MARX*

We have a lread y  seen th a t  f o r  Feuerbdch th e  

t r a d i t io n a l  re lig io u s  man i s  an a lie n a te d  man.

B e lie f  in  God i s  only man’ s attem pt to  a b s tr a c t  th e  

f in e s t  q u a li t ie s  o f human n ature and to  p ro je c t  

th e se  q u a li t ie s  to  an im aginary p e rfe c tio n  o f being, 

which man c a l l s  God. Q u a litie s  which belong to  

human beings a re  in  th is  way tra n s fe rre d  to  a d ivine  

power or powers. The re lig io u s  man (in  th e  t r a d i ­

t io n a l  sen se) i s  thus a man t r u ly  a lie n a te d  from 

h im self. His b e l ie f  in  a p e rfe c t  God provides man 

compensation fo r  h is  m is e rie s .

- 54 -
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Beyond t h i s ,  Feuerbach does not go. He does not

g et to  th e  ro o t o f th e  problem o f a lie n a tio n . He

does not exp lain  fo r  in sta n ce , why i t  was ever

n ecessary  fo r  man to  indulge in  th e  pipe-dream o f

r e l ig io n . He exp lain s re l ig io n  as a p ro je c tio n  of

human needs, d e s ire s  and hopes but does not concern

h im self with th e  more fundamental question o f th e

con d ition s f o r  th ose  d e s ire s , needs and hopes which

give r i s e  to  th e  p h an tastic  c o n stru c tio n  o f r e l ig io n .

K arl Marx does not f a i l  to  pay due c r e d it  to

Feuerbach fo r  h is  lim ited  achievement in  r e f e r r in g

r e l ig io n  back to  i t s  s e cu la r  so u rce . Marx however,

i s  quick to  p oin t out Feuerbach’ s shortcoming*,

"He overlooks th e  f a c t  th a t  a f t e r  
th is  work i s  completed th e  c h ie f  
th in g  s t i l l  remains to  be done. 7
For th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  s e cu la r  
foundation d etach es i t s e l f  from i t s e l f  
in  th e  clouds as an independent 
realm  i s  r e a l ly  only to  be explained  
by th e  s e lf -c le a v a g e  and s e l f ­
c o n tra d ic to r in e s s  o f  th e  s e c u la r  
b a s is . The l a t t e r  must i t s e l f ,  
th e re fo re , f i r s t  be understood  
in  i t s  c o n tra d ic tio n , and then  
re v o lu tio n ise d  in  p r a c tic e  by , n 
th e  removal o f th e  c o n tr a d ic t io n ." 1U

For Marx, th e  con d ition s which n e c e s s ita te  th e

phenomenon o f r e l ig io n  are  no o th er than th e  s o c io -

h i s t o r i c a l  con d ition s o f l i f e .  The inadequacies of

th e  e a rth ly  con d ition s o f l i f e  i s  th e  germ o f d e s ire

fo r  a b e t te r  l i f e ,  f o r  th e h a llu c in a tio n  o f a

heavenly realm  where th e  e a r th ly  anguish comes to  an
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end. R elig io n  can be abolished only by a l te r in g  th e  

underlying con d ition s o f  l i f e .

Whereas fo r  Feuerbach r e l ig io n  was only an 

" o b je c t i f i c a t i o n " ,  f o r  Marx i t  i s  more than  mere 

o b je c t i f i c a t io n . I t  i s  more im p o rtan tly , a " r e i f i ­

c a tio n "  -  a s e lf -e s tra g e m e n t. .  Marx, not contented  

w ith Feuerbach*s an th ro p o lo g ica l exp lan ation  o f  

r e l ig io n , sought in  socio-econom ic f ie ld s  th ose  

f a c to r s  th a t  make r e l ig io n  an apparent n e c e s s i ty .

R elig io n  i s ,  in  Marx*s view a symptom, a sign  

o f  a d is e a s e . S o c ie ty  (p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  19th  

Century German S o c ie ty ) was a s ic k  organism . The 

malady i s  man*s a lie n a tio n  from h is  tru e  n a tu re .

The economic l i f e  o f man and th e  d is to r t io n s  caused
'Vby h is  economic con d ition s a re  th e  cause o f  th is  

d is e a s e . R elig io n , i s  not i t s e l f  th e  d ise a se  but 

only th e  outward symptom o f  a f a t a l  in f irm ity . In  

th e  same way th a t  a T u b erclo sis  v ic tim  would be known 

by h is  hard coughing and h is  b lo o d -sta in ed  mucus, 

so would a s ic k  s o c ie ty  d isp lay  th e  re le v a n t symptom 

o f i t s  d is e a s e . This symptom i s  most c le a r ly  seen  

in  r e l ig io n . Since r e l ig io n  i s  a s ig n  o f d isease  

i t  should be opposed. But ju s t  as one would achieve  

l i t t l e  by f ig h tin g  th e  hard cough o f th e  T u b erclo sis  

v ic tim , so to o  would i t  be a r e l a t i v e ly  f u t i l e  e f f o r t  

to  wage a d ir e c t  war oh r e l ig io n  which i s  only a

/
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symptom. The s tru g g le  a g a in st r e l ig io n  *per se*  

i s  both f u t i l e  and m isplaced. I t  i s  u se le ss  because  

th e re  i s  no way o f  ab o lish in g  r e l ig io n  w hile th e  

world remains p e rv e rte d . As long as th e  s o c io ­

economic con d ition s o f l i f e  remain th e  same r e l ig io n  

must n e c e s s a r ily  p e r s i s t .  The f ig h t  a g a in st re lig io n  

i s  m isplaced in  th a t  th e  r e a l  enemy i s  not re l ig io n  

but th e  p erverted  s o c ia l  o rd e r . I t  would be more 

rewarding to  f ig h t  th e  r e a l  enemy (th e  socio-econom ic  

c o n d itio n s ). I f  th is  i s  e f f e c t iv e ly  done, re l ig io n  

which symbolises th is  s itu a tio n  w ill  c e r ta in ly  die  

away.

"The s tru g g le  a g a in st r e l ig io n  is  
in d ir e c t ly  th e  s tru g g le  a g a in s t .th a t  
world whose aroma i s  r e l i g i o n ." 11

Since r e l ig io n  i s  only an *aroma* o f /h

decaying world i t  i s  only r ig h t  th a t  man should

concern h im self with reform ing th a t  world o th er

than indulge in  a r e la t iv e ly  unim portant s tru g g le

a g a in st r e l ig io n .

"The a b o litio n  o f  re l ig io n  as th e  
i l lu s o r y  happiness o f th e  people 
i s  a demand f o r  t h e i r  tru e  happiness.
The c a l l  to  abandon i l lu s io n s  about 
t h e i r  con d ition s i s  th e c a l l  to  
abandon a con d ition  which req u ires  
i l lu s io n s . Thus th e  c r i t iq u e  o f re l ig io n  
i s  th e  c r i t iq u e  in  embryo o f  th e  v ale  
o f te a r s  o f which r e l ig io n  i s  th e  h a l o ." 1<d

This mention o f th e c r i t iq u e  o f re l ig io n  brings

us to  a gen eral co n sid era tio n  o f Marx*s c r i t iq u e  o f

/



r e l ig io n . Marx’ s c r i t iq u e  has a tw o-fold  purpose.

F i r s t ,  i t  attem pts to  re v e a l th e  depth o f human

a lie n a tio n  embodied in  th e m y stif ica tio n s  o f  id eology.

Secondly, as a co n tin u atio n  and con clu sion  o f

th e  f i r s t  r o l e ,  th e  c r i t iq u e  i s  aimed a t  e s ta b lish in g

and c la r if y in g  man’ s tru e  goal and th e  means to  th e

accomplishment o f  th a t  g o a l. His c r i t iq u e  i s  based

on th e  re co g n itio n  th a t  "man makes r e l ig io n ; re l ig io n
13

does not make man." Man must be broughtinto

awareness th a t  r e l ig io n  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  an exp ression

o f , and a p ro te s t  a g a in st th e  inhumanity o f s o c ie ty .

"T his s t a t e ,  th is  s o c ie ty , produces 
re l ig io n  which i s  an in v erted  world -  
con sciou sn ess, because they a re  an
in v erted  -----  I t  i s  th e  f a n ta s t ic
r e a l iz a t io n  o f th e  human being because , . 
th e  human being has a tta in e d  no r e a l i t y y 1 ^

I f  man i s  to  be persuaded to  l e t  go h is

i l lu s o r y  re p re se n ta tio n  o f h im self and h is  co n d ition

and i f  he i s  to  come to  g rip s  w ith h is  tru e  o r ig in

and goal then th e  c r i t iq u e  o f " i r r e l i g i o u s  c r i t i c is m "

must be employed fo r  th is  p ersu asion . The so le

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f re lig io u s  c r i t i c i s m  i s  th a t  i t :

" d is i l lu s io n s  man so th a t  he w ill  
th in k , a c t  and fash ion  h is  r e a l i t y  as 
a man who has lo s t  h is  i l lu s io n  and 
regained h is  reaso n ; so th a t  he w ill  
rev o lv e  around h im self as h is  own 
tru e  sun. R elig io n  i s  only th e  
i l lu s o r y  sun about which man rev olv es  
as long asj-he does not rev olv e  around 
h im s e lf ."15
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Ju s t  as i t  has a tw ofold purpose, Marx’ s 

c r i t i c i s m  o f  r e l ig io n  a ls o  moves in  two l e v e ls .

The f i r s t  le v e l  i s  th e  unmaking o f r e l ig io n . This 

move was " in  th e  main" completed by Marx’ s p red ecess­

o r s , e s p e c ia lly  Bruno, Bauer, and Feuerbach. I t  i s  

to  th ese  men th a t  Marx r e f e r s  in  h is  opening sentence  

to  ’ A C ontribu tion  To H egel’ s Philosophy o f  R ig h t* .

"F o r Germany, th e  c r i t iq u e  o f r e l ig io n  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly

com pleted; -----According to  th e  unmaking of

r e l ig io n  by Marx’ s p red ecesso rs r e l ig io n  i s  " t r u e "  

i f  only in  a s p e c ia l  sense o f  th a t  term . R elig io n  

adequately exp resses and indeed r e f l e c t s  a  wrong 

w orld. I t  i s  a p e rfe c t  r e f le c t io n  o f a m iserable  

and wretched w orld. I t  p o rtra y s  man as an im p erfect 

being, one who stands in  need o f compensation f o r  

h is  w retchedness. Now, i f  r e l ig io n  in  p o rtray in g  

man as m iserable and wretched p o rtra y s  what i s  tru e  

i t  may be said  to  be tru e  in  t h is  lim ited  sen se .

But Marx did not b e liev e  th a t  th e c r i t i c i s m  o f  

r e l ig io n , even in  Germany, was com plete. Hence h is  

second le v e l  o f th e  c r i t iq u e . If r e l ig io n  was ’ t r u e ’ 

in  th e  sense re fe rre d  to  above then i t  mu3t be 

f a l s i f i e d .  BUt as pointed out e a r l i e r  Marx did not 

b e lie v e  th a t  r e l ig io n  could be f a l s i f i e d  by s tru g g lin g  

d ir e c t ly  a g a in st i t .  The only way to  ab o lish  r e l ig io n  

i s  by changing th e  s e c u la r  world so th a t  i t  ceases  to

/
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produce th e  p a th o lo g ica l s e c re tio n  -  r e l ig io n .

Hence th e need f o r  a p r a c t i c a l  re v o lu tio n . This

way alone can th e  c r i t iq u e  o f  heaven be transform ed
17in to  th e  c r i t iq u e  o f  th e  e a r th ."  '

Mention has a lread y  been made o f  th e  ro le  o f  

a lie n a tio n  in  Marx’ s c r i t i c i s m  o f  r e l ig io n . But as  

th e  concept o f  a lie n a tio n  i s  a c r u c ia l  f a c t o r  in  

Marx’ s c r i t iq u e  we cannot f u l ly  comprehend h is  

re l ig io u s  c r i t i c i s m  w ithout examining th is  con cep t. 

A lien atio n  i s  c r u c ia l  f o r  Marx’ s c r i t i c i s m  o f  r e l i g i ­

on s in ce  only on estranged person seeks h is  

redemption in  an im aginary heaven. The re l ig io u s  

s u p e r-s tru c tu re  i s  only th e  a lie n a te d  con d ition s o f  

l i f e  put th e  r ig h t  s id e  up. The causes o f  re l ig io n  

a re  th e re fo re  id e n tic a l  w ith th ose  o f  a l ie n a tio n .

I f  we know th e  causes o f  th e  one we s h a ll  autom ati­

c a l l y  know th e  causes o f  th e  o th e r . I t  i s  to  th e  

d e ta i ls  o f  th e  concept o f  a lie n a tio n  th a t  we must 

now tu rn . Marx d istin g u ish e s  between fo u r kinds o f  

a lie n a tio n . The f i r s t  o f  th ese  i s  th e  a lie n a tio n  o f  

man from h is  p rod u ct. In th e  c a p i t a l i s t i c  r e la t io n s  

o f p rod u ction , Marx a ff irm s , th e  w orker’ s product 

i s  turned a g a in st him.

The products o f h is  work belong to  th e  ca p i­

t a l i s t  not to  th e  worker. The h ard er th e  worker 

works and th e  more he produces, th e  more th e  wealth
10
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o f th e  c a p i t a l i s t  in c re a s e s . But th e  c a p i t a l i s t ,  

in stead  o f using h is  w ealth to  u p l i f t  th e  l iv in g  

con d ition s o f h is  worker, does ju s t  th e o p p o site .

He proceeds to  buy lab o u r-sav in g  machines thereby  

deveCLuing th e worker’ s lab o u r. The worker, who i s  

dependent f o r  a l l  h is  liv e lih o o d  on h is  own lab ou r, 

thus becomes p oorer and poorer in  th e  same propor­

tio n  th a t  h is  m aster (th e  c a p i t a l i s t )  becomes w ealth­

i e r  and w e a lth ie r . The poor man’ s labour produces 

m agnificent p alaces  f o r  th e  r ic h  and poor sh an ties  

f o r  h im self. The iron y o f th e  s itu a tio n  i s  th a t  

whereas th e  worker has to  work to  su rv iv e , he ends 

up only making h is  a lread y  d esp arate  con d ition  

w orse.

Then th e re  i s  th e a lie n a tio n  between/*the worker 

and th e  p rocess o f p rod u ction . The work in  which th e  

worker engages i s  not p a rt o f h is  n a tu re . I t  i s  

e x te rn a l to  him. There i s  no s e lf -fu lf i lm e n t  in  th e  

worker’ s a c t i v i t y .  In stead  o f developing h is  

p h y sical and mental energy (which i s  what work 

i s  supposed to  do) i t  only exhausts him bodily  and 

debases him m en tally . As a r e s u lt  th e  worker 

becomes burdened with a fe e lin g  o f  m isery . He i s  

never a t  home in  h is  work and longs f o r  l e i s u r e .

The work th a t  he does i s  not something th a t  he 

chooses to  do. He only works because he i s  fo rced  to
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by circu m stan ces. Indeed, he i s  under no deception  

th a t  while he works he does not own h im self but i s  

owned by an o th er.

Once he i s  thus a lie n a te d  from h is  product 

and from th e  very p rocess o f production man becomes 

fu rth e r  a lie n a te d  from h is  own essen ce . The c h a r a c t­

e r i s t i c  o f th e human sp ecies  i s  to  a c t  f r e e ly  and 

co n scio u sly . But as we have seen above th e  worker 

i s  no lon ger fre e  to  choose. He has e i th e r  to  work 

o r d ie  of s ta r v a tio n . His a c t i v i t y  becomes a mere 

means o f s u rv iv a l . I t  i s  lack in g  in  both freedom  

and con sciou sn ess.

I t  i s  lack in g  in  freedom because as we have 

sa id  he does not choose to  work. I t  a ls o  la ck s  in  

consciousness s in ce  h is  work becomes m echanical 

and s tu p ify in g . His whole l i f e  i s  thu3 reduced to  

fo rced  lab ou r, and to  th e b e a s tly  fu n ction s o f  

e a tin g  and d rin kin g. His whole essence i s  t r a n s ­

formed in to  a means o f su sta in in g  h is  p h y sica l  

e x is te n c e . He i s  no b e t te r  than a b e a s t.

F in a lly , and as a consequence o f th e  fo re ­

going a sp e cts  o f a l ie n a tio n , man i s  enstranged from  

man. The product of labour has turned in to  a 

weapon w ith which th e  c a p i t a l i s t  sham elessly oppre­

sse s  th e  worker. Labour i s  a s tran g e  opposing power 

in  th e  hands o f th e  c a p i t a l i s t .  The op p osition  which
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th e  c a p i t a l i s t  wages i s  i t s e l f  a d ivid in g  f a c to r  

between th e  r ic h  and th e poor. MPn, in stead  of  

belonging to  one and th e same s o c ia l  c la s s  a re  

thus enstranged one from th e  o th e r, thus making h is  

a lie n a tio n  t o t a l .

But what, one might ask , i s  th e  ro le  o f  

r e l ig io n  in  a l l  th is ?  Marx would answer th a t  th e  

ro le  o f r e l ig io n  i s  th a t  o f c la s s  id eolog y . I t  

tu rn s  th e  thoughts o f th e  oppressed from r e a l i t y  

which i s  a lie n a te d , to  an im aginary heaven. I t  i s  

" th e  sigh  o f  th e  oppressed c re a tu r e , th e  h eart o f  a

h e a r tle s s  w orld, and th e  sou l o f s o u lle s s  co n d itio n s .
16I t  i s  th e  opium o f th e p eo p le ."

And now, what must we do to  be saved? The 

answer to  th is  question would be th a t  man must s e t
y

h im self f re e  o f  a l l  a lie n a tio n . But th e  way to

overcome a lie n a tio n  i s  not by s i t t i n g  back in

detached thought as Hegel had done b e fo re . The

p rocess o f l ib e r a tio n  must be by re v o lu tio n  -  a c t iv e

re v o lu tio n . I t  must be by th e  h i s t o r i c a l  form ation

o f a v a st p a rt o f humanity devoid o f a l l  human

d ig n ity  -  th e p r o l e t a r i a t .

"Where then i s  th e  p o s itiv e  
p o s s ib i l i ty  o f German 
em ancipation? Our answer: in  
th e form ation o f a c la s s  w ith r a d ic a l  
ch ain s, a c la s s  in  c i v i l  s o c ie ty  th a t  
i s  not o f c i v i l  s o c ie ty , a c la s s  th a t  
th e  d iss o lu tio n  o f a l l  c la s s e s ,  a 
sphere o f s o c ie ty  having u n iv e rsa l

✓
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c h a ra c te r  because o f i t s  u n iv e rsa l
s u ffe rin g  -----; a sphere in  s h o rt ,
th a t  i s  th e  complete lo s s  o f humanity 
and can only redeem i t s e l f  through  
th e t o t a l  redemption o f humanity.
This d iss o lu tio n  o f s o c ie ty  e x is t in g  19
as a p a r t ic u la r  c la s s  i s  th e  p r o l e t a r i a t . "

This new c la s s  w ill  be resp on sib le  f o r  a new

s o c ie ty . When th e  p r o le ta r ia t  come to  power c a p i t a l -

ism w ill  fade o u t. But th e  death o f c a p ita lism  a lso

means th e  end o f r e l ig io n . In th e  new s o c ie ty  th e

ta lk  o f  r e l ig io n  w ill  be m eaningless and i r r e le v a n t .

R eference to  God w ill  be o b so le te  and su p erflo u s.

We are  now in  a p o s itio n  to  look back a t

Marx’ s sy stem atic  c r i t iq u e  which proceeds in  th re e

d istin g u ish ab le  s ta g e s . In th e  f i r s t  3 ta g e , Marx

follow s Feuerbach, Man i s  th e  au thor o f r e l ig io n .

R elig io n  i s  th e  o b je c t i f i c a t io n  o f man’ s e& rthly

needs. In  th e  second s ta g e , Marx goes beyond

Feuerbach. The causes o f  th is  i l lu s o r y  p r a c tic e  are

to  be found in  th e  inadequacies o f  socio-econom ic

f a c to r  o f l i f e .  I t  i s  o f utmost im portance to

d isco v er and expose th ese  co n d itio n s . F in a lly , in

h is  l a s t  3 ta g e , Marx c a l l 3  fo r  a c tio n . Man must

engage in  a c t iv e  f ig h t  a g a in st th ese  co n d itio n s .

Hence th e need fo r  re v o lu tio n .

Let us poin t out here to o  th a t  fo r  Marx th e re

a re  no h alf-m easu res. There never could be such

th in g  a3 au nth entic r e l ig io n . The c r i t iq u e  o f r e l i g i
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on must be r a d ic a l  and com plete. I t  must b rin g man

to  f in a l ly  r o ta te  around h im self and no lon ger around
20an i l lu s o r y  sun.

What immediately s tr ik e s  th e  read er about 

Marx’ s c r i t iq u e  i s  h is  apparent c o n tra d ic tio n  o r  

te n sio n  in  h is  concept o f  r e l ig io n . On th e  one hand, 

r e l ig io n  i s  only a symbol o f man’ s needs and d e s ire s  

caused by th e  a lie n a te d  s e c u la r  b a s is . A ccordin gly, 

i t  i s  not n ecessary  to  a t ta c k  re l ig io n  as i t  w ill  

au to m a tica lly  disap pear when th e  s e c u la r  b a sis  i s  

re v o lu tio n ise d . But on th e  o th er hand, Marx does 

a^m it th a t  r e l ig io n  i s  capable o f  confirm ing th e  

e x is t in g  s o c ia l  o rd er, th a t  i t  ha3 a r e a l  fu n ction  

as a  c la s s  Id eology. According to  t h is  l a t t e r  

conception  Marx should have waged a d ir e c t  /war on 

r e l ig io n . Thi3 would have abolished  th e in to x ic a tin g  

power which i f  unchecked could e a s ily  p erp etu ate  th e  

e x is t in g  p erv ersio n  in  th e  w orld. But Marx, though 

holding both th e se  con cep tion s seems to  have la id  

more emphasis on th e  form er.

I t  I s  tru e  th a t  r e l ig io n  i s  more o fte n  a s s o c ia t ­

ed w ith e n tir e  s o c ie t ie s  o th er than w ith in d ivid u al  

p erson s. T h is, however, i s  not s u f f ic ie n t  argument 

to  lead  to  th e  view o f  r e l ig io n  as a  su p e rs tru ctu re  

o f s o c ie ty .  R elig io n  i s  th e  exp ression  o f  r e la t io n ­

ship  between in d ivid u al man and God, -  C reatu re  and
10
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C re a to r . I t  exp resses a God-man re la tio n s h ip  and not 

a God-m an-society re la tio n s h ip  as Marx im p lies.

Of co u rse , many re lig io n s  advocate th e  love o f  

neighbour but th i3  love i s  r e a l ly  only an outward 

m an ifestatio n  o f th e  more in tim ate  God-man r e la t io n ­

sh ip . R elig ion  happen to  f lo u r is h  in  s o c ie ty , but 

s o c ie ty  i s  not in  our opinion, an e s s e n tia l  re q u ire ­

ment f o r  r e l ig io n .

I t  i s  o f cou rse tru e  th a t  throughout h is to ry  

th e re  have been a c tu a l in stan ces  in  which a re l ig io n  

became su b servien t to  a ru lin g  c l a s s .  This however, 

i s  to  be a ttr ib u te d  to  th e  u n fortu n ate prepoderance  

o f p o l i t i c s  and not r e l ig io n . L east o f a l l  to  

C h ris tia n ity  which c le a r ly  teach es  men to  "ren d er  

to  Ceasar what i s  C easar’ s and to  God what ya God*s".

K arl Marx does r a is e  some very  in te r e s t in g

p o in ts  about th e  o r ig in  and n ature o f  r e l ig io n . He

however does not succeed in  convincing us about th e

u selessn ess  and f u t i l i t y  o f r e l ig io n . There could

be some tru th  in  h is  Theory but i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t

to  b eliev e  th a t  K arl Marx has d e a lt  a death-blow  to
nr e l ig io n . There i s  no denying fo r  in sta n ce  th a t  

th e re  i s  some connection between a peoples* r e lig io n  

and t h e i r  socio-econom ic s ta tu s .  However, K arl Marx, 

l ik e  Sigmund Freud o v er-p lay s  t h is  p o in t. I f  what 

K arl Marx says were tru e  we would exp ect th a t  r e l i g i -

✓



on would be th e  monopoly o f th e  very  poor. F a ith  

would be th e  only way out fo r  th e  v a s t m ajo rity  of  

mankind who l iv e  under very op p ressive s o c ia l  and 

economic co n d itio n s . The p oorest n ation s o f th e  

world would a ls o  be th e  most r e l ig io u s . On th e  oth er  

hand no person o f  a sound economic and s o c ia l  

standing would have any in c lin a tio n  towards r e l ig io n .  

But we know th a t  some o f th e most d edicated  r e l i g i ­

ous people a re  men and women whose s ta tu s  both 

economic and s o c ia l  i s  th e o b je ct o f envy fo r  th e  

v a s t m ajo rity  o f people. This then does not seem 

to  very  w ell match K arl Marx’ s exp lan atio n . I t  

c a s ts  doubts on Marx’ s th eory  and th e  serio u sn ess  

with which i t  should be viewed.

y
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CHAPTER IV

THE RATIONALITY OF AFRICAN TRADITIONAL 

RELIGIONS*

1= AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION IS RELIGION*

SOME INTERPRETATIONS*

Some o f th e e a r l i e s t  in te rp re ta tio n s  o f A frican  

re lig io n s  were o ffered  by th e  e a rly  19th  Century  

A n th ro p o log ists. In  th e  main, th ese  a n th ro p o lo g ists , 

Emile -  Durkheim, B ran islav  Malinowski, Sigmund Freud, 

S ir  James F ra z e r and T aylor were e i th e r  a th e is ts  

o r a g n o s tic s . T heir in te r e s ts  in  studying th e  

re lig io n s  o f what they termed "p rim itiv e  s o c ie t ie s "  

was o ften  aroused by th e b e l ie f  th a t  "p rim itiv e  

re l ig io n "  provides a deadly weapon, which could be 

employed w ith d ev asta tin g  e f f e c t  on C h r is t ia n ity .

For Durkheim th e re  i s  nothing d ivine about 

r e l ig io n . The o b ject and sou rce o f a l l  r e l ig io n  i s  

not God but S o c ie ty . The fundamental c a te g o r ie s  o f  

thought and sc ie n ce  a re  o f  a re l ig io u s  o r ig in . The 

prim ary o b je ct o f r e l ig io n  i s  s o c ie ty  i t s e l f  which 

c re a te d  re l ig io n  and r i t u a l s  as a means o f main­

ta in in g  and reju v en atin g  i t s e l f  sym b olically  or  

s p i r i t u a l l y .  God, r e l ig io n , and worship a re  nothing

but th e symbol and emblem o f s o c ie ty  because " th e
- 1

id ea o f  s o c ie ty y ls  th e sou l o f r e l ig io n " .
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Malinowski re fu te s  th e  view a s so cia te d  w ith

E . T aylor th a t  ’ p rim itiv e* man i s  a ” r a t io c in a t in g

philosopher” . For him magic and re l ig io n  a r i s e  from

man’ s in a b i l i ty  to  c o n tro l th e  u n iverse by reason

and em p irical s k i l l s .  They both a ffo rd  an escape

from th is  human im potence. But whereas magic i s

th e  concern o f  a few e x p e rts , r e l ig io n  i s  ”an a f f a i r  
2

o f a l l ” # Magic may be good o r  bad but r e l ig io n  is  

e s s e n tia l ly  good and moral and has to  do w ith th e  

irrem ed iab le happenings.

S ir  James F ra z e r advanced th e  b e l ie f  th a t  

r e l ig io n  evolved from m agic. Man was supposed to  

pass through th re e  s ta g e s  o f development -  m agic,

re l ig io n  and s c ie n c e . In  th e  elem entary s ta g e  o f
"/magic man b e lie v e s  th a t  person al and impersonal 

powers a re  resp o n sib le  fo r  th e events o f l i f e .  His 

response to  th e  world i s  consequently, i r r a t io n a l  

and s u p e rs t it io u s . M agical r i t u a l  becomes f o r  him, 

a s o r t  o f pseudoscience by which he t r i e s  to  

in flu en ce  and manipulate n atu re in  accordance with  

th e  laws o f contagion  and s im ila r i ty .

But man soon d isco v ers  th a t  h is  m agical r i t e s  

do not always y ie ld  th e  d esired  r e s u l t s .  He then  

begins to  approach th e  p erson al powers by in v ocation s  

and o f fe r in g s . In  th is  t r a n s i t io n  man abandons th e  

realm  o f magic and en ters  in to  th a t  o f r e l ig io n .

/
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Sigmund Freud’ s in te r p r e ta t io n  o f re l ig io n  as 

an i l lu s io n , has a lread y  been tre a te d  in  an e a r l i e r  

ch ap ter and we need not recou n t i t  h ere .

An a lto g e th e r  d if fe re n t  in te r p r e ta t io n  i s  

o ffered  by a group o f  sch o la rs  whom we may convenien­

t l y  c a l l  th e  C h ris tia n  a p o lo g is ts . Among th ese  

sch o la rs  a re  E . Evans, -  P r itc h a rd , Godfrey L ien h ard t, 

and G eoffrey P a rrin d e r , The works o f th e se  sch o la rs  

a re  s p e c i f i c a l ly  addressed to  t h e i r  unbelieving  

co u n terp arts  o f  th e  w estern w orld. They make use 

o f th e  A frican  d e i t ie s  to  prove to  th e  s c e p t ic a l  

w estern sch o la rs  th a t  th e God o f C h ris tia n ity  does 

indeed e x is t  and th a t  he i s  known to  th e  A frican  

p eop les. This was th e  p rin c ip le  o b je c tiv e  o f th e  

C h ris tia n  a p o lo g is ts . But th e w estern a t t i tu d e  

towards th e  A frican s and t h e i r  r e l ig io n  had to  change 

d r a s t i c a l l y  b efore th is  message could be heeded.

The a p o lo g ists  thus s e t  out in  th e  f i r s t  p lace  to  

re f u te  th e  then popular notion  o f A frican  re lig io n s  

as "m ag ic","p re-an im ism ", "anim ism ", " f e t is h is m " ,

" w itc h c ra f t"  o r "to tem ism ". These th ey  s a id , were
3

only co n jectu res  o f th e  mind.
Godfrey Lienhardt blames th e  d is to r t io n  o f th e

A frican  re lig io n s  on th e  method and fin d in gs o f th e  

19th  Century an th ro p o lo g ists*

10

/
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"The sch o la rs  who claim ed to  understand  
•prim itive m en tality* knew nothing  
of th e  languages in  which i t  wa3 
exp ressed , and had no in tim ate  exp erien ce  
o f th e  a c tu a l  s o c ia l  and p h y sical  
con d ition s o f th e  peoples whose b e lie f s  
they co n fid en tly  in te rp re te d .
Consequently much o f t h e i r  in te r p r e ta t io n  
was th e  r e s u lt  o f sim ple in tro s p e c tio n ,  
o f supposing them selves in  fo re ig n  
circu m stances and imagining how 
they them selves would then th in k  and 
r e a c t " ^

E v an s-P ritch ard  h im self d escrib es  th e  re lig io u s  

thought o f  th e  Nuer as "rem arkably s e n s i t iv e ,  

refin ed  and i n t e l l i g e n t ." '5

For him and f o r  th e  o th er a p o lo g ist th e  

ev o lu tio n ary , s o c io lo g ic a l  and p sy ch o lo g ical th e o rie s  

o f "p rim itiv e "  r e l ig io n  were both inadequate and 

u n re lia b le . The 19th  Century an th ro p o lo g ists  had 

only suceeded in  producing " a  p r io r i  assumptions 

p osited  on th e  f a c t s  ra th e r  than s c i e n t i f i c  co n clu si­

ons derived  from th em ."^

These th e o rie s  d is to r te d  th e  f a c t s  and 

degraded r e l ig io n . What was now req u ired  was a 

fre sh  s t a r t  which would r e s to r e  r e l ig io n  to  i t s  

form er d ig n ity . In  th e case  o f Nuer r e l ig io n  we find  

an example o f th a t  d ig n ity  which b rin gs th e  A frican  

re lig io n s  rem arkably c lo se  to  th e  C h ris tia n  f a i t h . .

"We can say th a t  th e se  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  
both n egative  and p o s i t iv e , o f Nuer 
r e l ig io n  in d ic a te  a d is t in c t iv e  kind 
o f p ie ty  which i s  dominated by a s tro n g  
sense o f dependence on God and confidence

/
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in  him ----- i t  i s  an in tim ate  person al
re la tio n s h ip  between man and God ----- .
In  s a c r i f i c e  and p rayer a lik e  ----- what i s
sa id  and what i s  done, th e  emphasis i s  
a complete surren der to  God*3 willy7

The views o f th e  an th ro p o lo g ists  had obscured  

and marred th e d ig n ity  o f th e  t r a d i t io n a l  r e l ig io n s .  

The a p o lo g ists  now wished to  show th a t  th ese  th e o rie s  

were based on assumptions f o r  which no evidence was, 

o r could be adduced. The con clu sion s thus reached  

were no more than h a llu c in a tio n s  o f th e  " i f  I  were 

a horse ty p e " . The an th ro p o lo g ists  erred  when they  

attem pted to  in te r p r e t  th e  thought o f th e  "p rim itiv e "  

peoples in  term3 o f t h e i r  own psychology which had 

been moulded by a s e t  o f in s t i tu t io n s  very d if fe re n t  

from th ose o f th e  s o -c a lle d  savages. In  thus  

t r a n s la t in g  th e  conceptions o f th e  sim pler''peoples  

in to  t h e i r  own, th e  an th ro p o lo g ists  erron eou sly  

tran sp lan ted  t h e i r  own thoughts in to  th ose  o f  th e  

people th ey  were try in g  to  understand.

Modern sch o la rs  o f A frican  t r a d i t io n a l  r e l i g i ­

ons no lon ger a s c rib e  to  th e  fin d in gs o f  th e  

a n th ro p o lo g is ts . The old th e o rie s  have in  th e  main 

been d iscard ed  and fre sh  re se a rch  i n i t i a t e d .

The m is sio n a rie s , notably P la c id e  Tempels,

Edwin Smith, and John T aylor a lso  re f u te  th e  an thro­

p o lo g is ts  th e o r ie s . They however go beyond th e  

a p o lo g is ts  by making up f o r  what damage th e  e a r l i e r

/
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th e o rie s  had done to  th e  A frican  r e l ig io n s . The 

m issio n aries  were p rin c ip a lly  concerned w ith th e  

conversion o f A frican s f o r  C h ris t , They adopted  

a p o s itiv e  approach towards th is  end by assu rin g  th e  

A frican s th a t  they were not mere ’ savage pagans* 

but th a t  they were indeed very  re l ig io u s  and m oral.

I t  wa3 in  t h is  vein  th a t  P lacid e  Tempels 

fin d s among th e  Bantu a h ighly system atized  philosop­

hy which only needed C h ris tia n ity  to  b rin g  i t  to  

i t s  "consum ation” .

nWe a r r iv e  th e re fo re , a t  th e  unheard o f  
con clu sion  th a t  Bantu paganism, th e  
an cien t wisdom of th e  Bantu, reach es  
out from th e depths of i t s  Bantu soul 
towards th e  very sou l o f  C h ris tia n  
s p i r i t u a l i t y .  I t  i s  in  C h ris tia n ity  alone  
th a t  th e Bantu w ill  fin d  r e l i e f  f o r  t h e i r  
s e c u la r  yearning and a complete 
s a t i s f a c t io n  o f t h e i r  deepest a s p ira t io n s .
----- C h ris tia n ity  ----- i s  th e  on ly^p ossib le
consignation o f th e Bantu id e a l" .

John T aylor d isp lay s th e same high regard  fo r

th e  A frican  r e l ig io n s . The prim al v is io n , he

a ff irm s , i s  very  c le a r  about th e Kingdom o f God.

I t  i s  "a  community o f th e  l iv in g  and th e  dead th a t
o

i s  p u rifie d  o f a l l  d e s tru c tiv e  antagonism s. " y

But T ay lo r, l ik e  Tempels, i s  quick to  point 

out th a t  A frican  re lig io n s  a re  not s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t .  

They need C h ris tia n ity  to  bring them to  t h e i r  

fu lf ilm e n t. The C h ris tia n  g o sp el, he w rite s , meets 

th e  u ltim ate  p oin t o f  need in  th e  A frican  world view

s
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by brin ging to g e th e r  two f a c to r s  which A frican  

thought has never considered in  th e  same framework 

o f re fe re n c e , namely God and th e d e s tru c tiv e  

antagonism o f  s i n .1^

The tw ofold ta sk  o f th e se  m issio n aries  was to

r e s to r e  th e  d ig n ity  and e s ta b lis h  th e  good image o f

t r a d i t io n a l  re l ig io n s  while a t  th e same tim e

s tr e s s in g  th e  need fo r  th ese  religiojtfe to  be p u rifie d

and f u l f i l l e d  by C h r is t ia n ity .

A d if fe r e n t  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f A frican

tr a d i t io n a l  re l ig io n s  i s  o ffered  by th e A frican

n a t io n a l i s t s .  In  t h is  group f a l l  th e  views o f Jomo

K enyatta, Leopold Senghor, K.A. Busia and John M b iti.

T h eir main th e s is  i3  th a t  th e A frican  i s  as c iv i l iz e d

as h is  w estern co u n terp art and th a t  h is  r e l ig io n  i s

as developed and p u rifie d  as th e  C h ris tia n  r e l ig io n .

Some o f them even argue th a t  C h ris tia n ity  has nothing

to  o f f e r  th a t  th e A frican  re l ig io n s  do not a lread y

p o ssess . To en force t h e i r  argument th ese  w rite rs

d e lib e ra te ly  dwell on th e  g re a t s im i l a r i t i e s

between t h e i r  own re lig io n s  and C h ris t ia n ity .

K enyatta in  w ritin g  about th e  r e l ig io n  o f th e

Gikuyu gives such p a r a l le l s :

"The Gikuyu b e lie v e s  in  one God, Ngai, th e  
c r e a to r  o f a l l  th in g s -^ " H e  has no f a th e r ,
mother o r companions o f any kind ----- rfe
lov es o r h ates  people acco rd in g  to  t h e i r  
behaviour. The c r e a to r  God l iv e s  in  th e  
sk y"11 .*
(Em phasi^/ftine) .
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What a coin cid en ce between th e  Gikuyu God and 

th e  God o f C h r is t ia n ity ! Nor can th e  C h ris tia n s  

gain  say th e  Gikuyu r e l ig io n  on th e  grounds th a t  i t  

does not have organized ch u rches. K enyatta makes i t  

c le a r  enough th a t  r e l ig io n  i s  not an a f f a i r  fo r  the  

in d iv id u a l. R elig ion  i s  an a f f a i r  which in volves a 

whole people. God i 3  not in te re s te d  in  th e  a f f a i r s  

o f one man but th ose o f  s o c ie ty  a t  la r g e . K enyatta  

might ju s t  as  w ell have to ld  us th a t  th e Gikuyu God 

i s  only p resen t where two o r more a re  gathered  in  

h is  name.

A3 regard s th e p laces  o f w orship, Ngai has no

need fo r  "tem ples made w ith hands". The Gikuyu

worships under huge •mugumo* t r e e s  which "a r e

regarded in  th e  same manner a3 most C h ris tia n s
12reg ard  churches -  as th e 'House o f God.*"

The Gikuyu r e l ig io n  r e s t s  on th e  b e l ie f  in

one, supreme being, one High God, Ngai and i t  i s  in

no re sp e ct in f e r io r  to  th e  w hite man*3 r e l ig io n .

According to  K enyatta , th e  w estern world owes a

g re a t debt to  A fr ic a , f o r  i t  was A frica  th a t

spread th e good news o f th e gospel to  Europe and 
13not v ic e -v e r s a .

P ro fe sso r John M biti adopts a s im ila r  view

about A frican  r e l ig io n s . He s tro n g ly  re f u te s  th e

a s s o c ia tio n  o f A fr ic a n .re lig io n s  w ith animism,
*

/
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fe tis h is m , s u p e rs titio n  and m agic. The building o f  

sh rin es and th e o ffe r in g  o f l ib a tio n  to  th e  departed  

r e l a t i v e s ,  M biti arg u es, does not c o n situ te  worship. 

A frican  re l ig io n s  a re  not a n ce s to r  w orship. The 

A frican s know a High God and He alone i s  th e  o b ject  

o f w orship. The a n ce sto rs  and s p i r i t s  may occupy a 

prominent p lace  in  th e A frican  w orld-view but they  

never can re p la ce  th e  Supreme God.

Concerning animism, M biti p o in ts  out th a t th e  

acknowledgement o f s p i r i t  does not c o n s titu te  

animism. The e x is te n ce  o f s p i r i t s  has to  be seen  

in  th e Context o f th e A frican  view o f th e world in  

which God i s  supreme, and He has under him s p i r i t s  

and men.

"To say th a t  th e re  a re  s p i r i t s  in  th^/ 
world does not mean th a t  p eop le’ s 
r e l ig io n  i s  only about th ese  s p i r i t s .  
C h ris tia n ity  and Islam  a lso  
acknowledge th e e x is te n ce  o f  
s p i r i t s ,  but n e ith e r  o f them i s  animism."

Throughout h is  works M biti t r i e s  to  dem onstrate

th e  intim acy and s im ila r i ty  between A frican  re lig io n s

and C h r is t ia n ity . Okot p’ B itek  observes th a t  M b iti’ s

books a re  intended to  show th e  world not only th a t

"A frica n  peoples a re  not re l ig io u s ly  i l l i t e r a t e "  

but a ls o  th a t  th e A frican  d e i t ie s  a re  but lo c a l  

names o f th e  One God who i s  om niscien t, om nipresent, 

om nipotent, tran scen d en t and e t e r n a l " ^

✓
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M b iti, a a t t i tu d e  i s  la rg e ly  due to  h is  tra in in g  as►
a C h ris tia n  and p a s to r . His attem pts to  C h r is t ia n i­

ze th e A frican  d e i t ie s  i s  due to  th e  f a c t  th a t  he 

sees t r a d i t io n a l  re lig io n s  in  C h ris tia n  eyes. He 

observes A frican  phenomenon w ith s p e c ta c le s  

borrowed from a d if fe re n t  c u l tu r a l  exp erien ce and 

an alyses th e A frican  exp erien ce with rh e to r ic  

borrowed from a d if fe r e n t  c u ltu ra l  u n iv erse . As 

P ro fe sso r A li Mazrui p oin ts out in  th e  epilogue to  

Okot p’ B ite k ’ s A frican  R elig io n s in  Western 

S ch o larsh ip , M biti has succumbed to  th e tem p tation  

o f seein g  th e  d ivin e w ill  o f God o p eratin g  in  

A frica  even p r io r  to  th e  advent o f th e  m issio n a rie s . 

Mazrui p oin ts out an in te r e s t in g  case  where M biti 

thus giv es in . In w ritin g  about th e  Kikuyu?' 

ceremony o f chasing away demons, M biti notes th a t  

mothers shave t h e i r  c h ild re n ’ s h a ir  in  th e  form o f  

a c ro s s  which i s  designed to  p ro te c t  th ese  ch ild ren  

ag ain st e v i l  s p i r i t s .  Mazrui remarks?

"John S. M b iti, P ro fe sso r o f R elig io u s  
Studies a t  Makerere U n iv e rs ity , has 
sp ecu lated  whether th e  sig n  o f th e  
c ro ss  in  th e  f ig h t ag a in st e v il  
fo rc e s  among th e  Kikuyu owed i t s  
e x is te n ce  to  a previous coming o f  
C h ris tia n ity  to  th is  p a rt o f  
e q u a to ria l A frica  -  a previous  
co n ta ct w ith th e  re l ig io n  o f Je su s , 
whose only leg acy  was th a t  o f  th e  
sig n  o f th e  c r o s s .
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M biti does not on t h is  p a r t ic u la r  occasion  
p o s itiv e ly  a t t r ib u te  th e sig n  o f th e  c ro ss  to

previous co n ta ct with C h ris tia n ity  but th e very f a c t

th a t  he even e n te rta in s  th is  sp ecu la tio n  i s  in  i t s e l f

q u ite  in te r e s t in g .

The p ro te s t  of th e A frican  n a t io n a lis ts  and

what they a re  up ag ain st may perhaps be summed up

in  th e  words o f K enyatta,

"In  th e e a rly  days o f European c o lo n is a tio n , 
many w hite men, e s p e c ia lly  m issio n a rie s , 
landed in  A frica  w ith preconceived id eas  
o f what th ey would fin d  th e re  and how 
they would deal w ith th e  s i tu a t io n .
As f a r  as re l ig io n  was concerned th e  
A frican  was considered as a c lean  s ta t e
on which anything could be W ritten  ----- .
The Europeans based t h e i r  assumption  
on th e  co n v ictio n  th a t  everything  
th a t  th e A frican  did was e v i l .  The 
m issio n aries  endavoured to  rescu e  
th e depfored sou ls o f th e  A frican  frop  
th e  " e te r n a l  f i r e " ;  th ey s e t  to  uproot 
th e A frican  body and so u l, from h is  old  
customs and b e l ie f s , put him in  a c la s s  
by h im self, w ith a l l  h is  t r i b a l  
t r a d it io n s  sh a tte re d  and h is  in s t i tu t io n s
tram pled upon. The A frican  ----- was
expected to  follow  th e white man’ s 
re lig io n  w ithout questioning whether i t  was 
su ited  f o r  h is  con d ition s o f l i f e  o r n o t"1 '

Considering th a t  t h is  paper i s  w ritte n  a t  th e

U n iv ersity  o f N airob i, we may be allowed a t  th is

ju n ctu re  to  co n sid er very b r ie f ly  some o f  th e  views

o f th e  members o f  th is  i n s t i tu t io n .

Dr. Henry Odera Oruka o f  th e  Department of

Philosophy and R elig io u s S tud ies b e lie v e s  th a t  th e

A frican  T ra d itio n a l R elig ion  can be shown to  be

S



autonomous and worthy o f re s p e c t in  i t s  own r ig h t .

He su b scrib es to  th e  view th a t  A frican  T ra d itio n a l  

R elig io n  g en erates a form o f re l ig io u s  l i f e  th a t  

d eserves to  be regarded as d if fe re n t  from and 

independent o f such re lig io n s  as C h ris tia n ity  o r  

Islam .

In h is  paper "The Idea o f High God in  A fr ic a "1 ** 

Dr. Oruka attem pts to  e s ta b lis h  th e re la tio n s h ip  

between th e  God o f A frican  T ra d itio n a l R elig io n  and 

th e  God o f C h r is t ia n ity , Islam , Hinduism, and o th er  

r e l ig io n s . He very ably argues th a t  a n ecessary  

co n d ition  f o r  th e  autonomy and o r ig in a l i ty  o f A frican  

T ra d itio n a l R elig io n  i s  th a t  i t s  concept of God 

should be lo g ic a l ly  d is t in c t  from th e  concept o f God 

in  say C h ris tia n ity  o r Islam . Should th e  cortcept o f  

God in  A frican  T ra d itio n a l R elig ion  be shown to  be 

" l o g i c a l l y  id e n tic a l"  w ith o r th e  same as C h ris tia n  

concept o f God, then one o f th e  two re lig io n s  would 

seem to  stem from th e o th e r . Dr. Oruka*s main 

o b je c tiv e  then i s  to  la y  lo g ic a l  grounds fo r  

b eliev in g  th a t  th e  concepts o f God in  A frican  

T ra d itio n a l R elig io n  and in  C h ris tia n ity  a re  or a re  

not id e n t ic a l .  He warns a g a in st th e  tendency which 

i s  common-place among A frican  C h ris tia n  S ch o la rs . 

These S ch o lars , he sa y s , perturbed by th e  thought in  

A frican  T ra d itio n a l R elig ion  o f a God who i s  not a l l ­



good seek to escape eabarassnent by readily
identifying the Ood of African Religions with the God
of Christianity as one and the same Deity, albeit
variously manifested. Oruka is well aware of the
dangers of such identification. He writest

"But identification of Ga (God 
according to African Traditional 
Religion) with the Gc (God according to the 
Christian religion) does a great damage 
to the purity and seriousness of ATR 
(African Traditional Religion)* African 
Traditional Religion may be regarded as 
the Christians regard Judaism - as a lower, 
unpurified or "unfulfilled" form of 
Christianity - as something which comes 
or should come to an end with the rise 
of Christianity. This is usually the 
view of those Christian missionaries 
who have 3een some goodness in the 
traditional African culture and made 
a study of African Religions."1'
Another view is that of Jesse N. Muga^bi who

concerns himself with the search for the fundamental
concept underlying African traditional religions. In

20a paper entitled "The African Experience of God" , 
Mugambl opens fire on both Fr. Tempel«s concept of 
the Vital-force and John Mbiti*s concept of time. 
Mugambi refutes both concepts and suggests relation 
as the concern that has much more fundamental 
influence on the African experience of God than 
either Tempel*s Vital-Force or Mbiti*s time.
Relation, not time or the mystical Vital-force, is
all im portant in  A fr ic a .
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" -----  th e  A frican  re lig io b s  and
p h ilo so p h ical h e rita g e  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  
based on p h y sica l e x p e rie n tia l  p ercep tio n , 
ra th e r  than on m y stical contem plation.
While th e  Graeco-Roman re lig io b s  and
p h ilo so p h ical t r a d i t io n  gives a primary
p o sitio n  to  such m etaphysical questions
as th e  n ature o f  God, Man and th e U niverse,
and exp resses doubts as to  th e  e x is te n ce
o f th ese  th r e e , A frican s acknowledge what
th ey exp erien ce and th e  com plicated
problems posed in  th a t  exp erien ce lead
them to  ask such questions as what they
may do to  remain in  good, h ealth y  o r
prosperous re la tio n s h ip  w ith th e  powers
which th ey exp erien ce in  t h e i r
environment. The A frican  Exp erien ce o f
God i s  d i r e c t ly  involved in  th e  concern
ra th e r  than in  th e  concepts such as
being, v i t a l - f o r c e ,  U n iversal f o r c e , or
th e  concept o f tim e. R ela tio n  i s  in  deed,
thought and exp ressio n , a fundamental
concern o f A frican  peoples in  th e i r
r e l ig io n , philosophy and s o c ia l  o r g a n is a tio n ." ^ 1

I t  i s  th is  r e la t io n  and not th e  • v ita l-f o r c e *  or

in te r p r e ta t io n  o f A frican  T ra d itio n a l R elig io n .

Okot p’ B ite k , o f  th e  Department o f Sociology

d eserves a b r ie f  mention. In h is  book, A frican
22R elig ion s i n Western Sch o larsh ip  he c a te g o r ic a l ly

denounces th e  fin d in gs o f Western S ch olars in

A frican  r e l ig io n s . These s c h o la rs , he sa y s , have

never been in te re s te d  in  A frican  re l ig io n s  "p e r  s e " .

T h eir works have a l l  been p a rt and p a rce l o f  3ome

co n tro v ersy  o r debate in  th e  Western World.

p ’ B itek  i s  o f  th e  opinion th a t  only A frican

sch o la rs  can r e s to r e  to  A frican  T ra d itio n a l R elig ion s
*

/
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th e  d ig n ity  th a t  was denied them by th e  e a rly  

m is sio n a rie s , t r a v e l l e r s ,  ex p lo re rs  and anthropolo­

g i s t s .  To a t ta in  th is  aim th e A frican  s ch o la rs  must 

s t a r t  by "d e -h e lle n iz in g "  th e  A frican  d e i t i e s .

"The f i r s t  duty o f an A frican  sch o la r  
i s  to  remove th ese  ru s ty  Greek 
m etaphysical d ressin g s as quickly  
as p o ssib le , b efore A frican  d e i t ie s  
su ffo c a te  and d ie in sid e  them in  th e  
same manner as th e  C h ris tia n  God had 
p erish ed . Because, now, when 
C h ris tia n  th eo lo g ian s t r y  to  break  
open th e H ellenic C offin  in  which 
th e C h ris tia n  God was im prisoned, 
he i s  no lon ger to  be s e e n ." 2 ^

C itin g  John S . M biti as an example p’ B itek

warns a g a in st th e p i t f a l l  o f s u b je c t iv i ty . M biti

i s  su b je ctiv e  in  h is  approach due to  h is  t ra in in g

as a C h ris tia n  th eo lo g ian  and a p r i e s t .  He i s

p r o -c h r is t ia n i ty  and th is  i s  re a d ily  seen irSt h is

works which a re  more C h ris tia n  than A frica n . I t  i s

w ith such sch o la rs  as John M biti in  mind th a t

Okot p’ B itek  sounds th e  warning*

"S tu den ts who d e s ire  to  understand  
A frican  re lig io n s  as they a re  must 
r e j e c t  t h is  approach e n t ir e ly .
The p ro te s ts  by E v an s-P ritch ard ,
Godfrey Lienhardt and M biti ag ain st  
th e n on -C h ristian  in te r p r e ta t io n  of  
re l ig io n  a re  a g a in st th e su b je ctiv e  
approach o f th ose s c h o la rs . We must 
r e j e c t  a l l  forms o f s u b je c t iv i ty  
whether th e  s u b je c t iv i ty  a r is e s  from 
a n ti-C h r is tia n  or from p ro -C h ristia n  
p r e j u d i c e s ." ^

✓
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Other p i t f a l l s  ag a in st which A frican  sch o la rs  

must guard in clu de th e  C h ris tia n  assumption o f  

"o th e r-w o rld lin e ss"  o f th e  C h ris tia n  f a i t h .  Okot 

p’ B itek  argues th a t  th e re  i s  no concept o f heaven 

in  A frican  re lig io u s  thought. The id ea o f reward 

o r punishment in  another l i f e  i s  a lie n  to  A frican  

th ou gh t. The A frican  knows no world o th er than th e  

m a te ria l one. A frican  thought i s  c h a ra c te ris e d  

by " th is -w o r ld lin e s s " .

Like Dr. Oruka, Okot p»Bitek warns ag a in st th e  

id e n t i f ic a t io n  o f th e  C h ris tia n  d e ity  with A frican  

gods. In p a r t ic u la r  A frican  sch o la rs  must be on 

t h e i r  guard a g a in st th e  idea o f  A frican  High Gods. 

"The aim o f th e  study o f A frican  re lig io n s  should  

be to  understand th e  re lig io u s  b e lie f s  and p r a c tic e s  

o f A frican  p eop les, ra th e r  than to  d isco v er th e  

C h ris tia n  God in  A f r i c a ." 2^

But while a g re a t many sch o la rs  acknowledge 

A frican  re lig io n s  as genuine and au th en tic  th e re  i s  

another group a lb e i t  in  th e m in o rity , f o r  whom th e  

s o -c a lle d  A frican  re lig io n s  a re  more re a d ily  

id e n tif ie d  w ith Western scie n ce  than w ith r e l ig io n .  

The most outspoken proponent o f th is  view has been 

Robin Horton and we would do w ell now to  tu rn  our 

a tte n tio n  to  him and th ose he re p re s e n ts .

+s
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ii. AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION IS SCIENCE

Robin Horton*s avowed concern i s  th e  quest 

f o r  an a re a  o f  Western d isco u rse  which can provide  

adequate t r a n s la t io n  instrum ents f o r  th e  A frican  

id e a s . He r e j e c t s  th e  popular view th a t  th e  a re a  

a s so cia te d  w ith symbolism and a r t  i s  th e  one l ik e ly  

to  prove most u sefu l in  th e  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  A frican  

th ou gh t. He fu rth e r  r e j e c t s  th e  view advocated by 

E . E v a n s-P ritch a rd , E . Idowu, and P . Winch th a t  th e  

most ap p ro p riate  a re a  f o r  such in te r p r e ta t io n  i s  

th e  r e l ig io u s . He m aintains th a t  h is  own " i n t e l l e -  

c t u a l i s t "  approach which i s  a sso c ia te d  w ith th e  

sc ie n ce s  i s  th e  only a re a  o f  Western d isco u rse  

which enables U3 to  make any sense o f  t r a d i t io n a l  

A frican  th ou gh t.

His ” i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t "  approach, Horton c la im s, 

provides adequate and coherent answers to  th e  

c e n tr a l  questions o f  A frican  thought w hereas, th e  

answers given by th e  "sy m b o list" approach a re  

mistaken and in co h eren t. Horton form ulates h is  

" i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t "  approach in  re f u ta tio n  o f  th e  

"sy m b o list" approach as  s ta te d  by John B e a tt ie ,

Horton*s s ta r t in g  point i s  h is  d iscu ssio n  o f  

th e  s im i l a r i t i e s  and d iffe re n c e s  between Western 

sc ie n ce  and t r a d i t io n a l  A frican  th o u g h t.2^ The 

s im i la r i t ie s  th a t  Horton observes between A frican
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t r a d i t io n a l  thought and scie n ce  lead  him to  r e j e c t  

th e  view th a t  th e  two systems a re  e s s e n tia l ly  

d iffe re n t  modes o f th ou gh t. Horton’ s argument i s  not 

th a t  t r a d i t io n a l  thought i s  a ’ p ro to -sc ie n ce *  but 

th a t  both sc ie n ce  and A frican  t r a d i t io n a l  re lig io n s  

have th e  same g o a ls . They a re  both concerned about 

exp la in in g , p re d ic tin g  and c o n tro llin g  n a tu ra l  

phenomena. In th a t  th e two system s have s im ila r  

fu n ctio n s , Horton con clu des, th ey a re  b a s ic a lly  

s im ila r .

" I  am not claim ing t r a d i t io n a l  
thoughtas a v a r ie ty  o f s c i e n t i f i c  
thought. I  want to  p oin t out th a t  i t  
i s  not only where s c i e n t i f i c  method 
i s  in  use th a t  we fin d  th e o rie s  which 
both aim a t  grasping cau sal
connexions ----- i t  i s  because t r a d i t io n a l
re lig io u s  b e lie f s  dem onstrate th e  
t ru th  o f  th is  th a t  i t  seems apt to  
extend to  them th e la b e l • em p irical

The s im ila r i ty  between modern scie n ce s  and

A frican  t r a d i t io n a l  thought, which i s  c e n tra l  to

Horton’ s c la im s, seems to  a r is e  from h is  co n v ictio n

th a t  th e re  i s  a c lo se  analogy between th e  s p i r i tu a l

beings o f t r a d i t io n a l  thought and th e  th e o r e t ic a l

e n t i t i e s  o f Western s c ie n c e . Horton compares th e

beings o f A frican  re l ig io n  (gods, s p i r i t s ,  a n c e s to rs )

to  th e atoms and m olecules o f  Western s c ie n c e :

"L ik e atoms, m olecu les, and waves, 
th en , th e  gods serve  to  in trod u ce  
u n ity  in to  d iv e r s i ty , s im p lic ity  
in to  com p lexity , ord er in to  d iso rd e r, 
re g u la r i ty  iMto anomaly."2 9



Both th e  s p i r i tu a l  beings and th e  th e o r e t ic a l

e n t i t i e s  provide an im portant lin k  which common

sense i s  in cap able o f  ach iev in g . Because o f  th e

s tr ik in g  s im ila r i ty  between th e  ’ th e o r e t ic a l

co n stru c ts*  Horton concludes th a t  th e b est means of

understanding A frican  thought i s  to  apply to  i t  th e

same c r i t e r i o n  as i s  used in  th e  s c i e n t i f i c  th ou gh t.

John B e a tt ie , on th e  o th er hand, holds th a t

t r a d i t io n a l  A frican  thought i s  r a d ic a l ly  d if fe re n t

from a l l  s c i e n t i f i c  thought although i t  i s  not

incommensurable w ith modern s c i e n t i f i c  thought.

" ----- th e  m y stica l re p re se n ta tio n s
o f  th e world expressed in  t r a d i t io n a l  
A frican  (and o th e r) re l ig io n  make more 
sense when they a re  regarded as th e  
product o f symbolic th in k in g ra th e r  
than as something l ik e  s c i e n t i f i c  y
models'* 30 /

Here, i t  may be re le v a n t to  fin d  out what

B e a ttie  means by symbolism. In  h is  book, Other 
31C u ltu re s . B e a ttie  giv es a c le a r  d is t in c t io n  

between s ig n a ls  and symbols. Symbols, he sa y s , do 

not ju s t  r e f e r  to  some event o r to  a co n cre te  e n t i ty .

S o c io lo g ic a lly , th e  most im portant th in g  about 

symbols i s  th a t  "th e y  provide people w ith a means 

o f re p re se n tin g , a b s tr a c t  id e a s , o ften  id eas o f  

g re a t p r a c t i c a l  im portance to  them selves in d ir e c t ly ,  

id eas which i t  would be d i f f i c u l t  o r even im possible
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f o r  them to  rep re se n t to  them selves d irectly** ( p .7 0 ) ,

For t h is  reaso n , symbolism i s  e s s e n t ia l ly

exp ressiv e  i . e .  i t  says something v a lu a b le , something

o f  g re a t  im portance, something which i t  i s  im possible

o r  im p racticab le  to  say  d i r e c t l y .

I t  i s  w ith t h is  in  mind th a t  we must proceed

t o  t r a n s la te  A frican  t r a d i t io n a l  th ou gh t. As we

have a lread y  seen , B e a ttie  i s  convinced th a t  only

th e  ^sym bolist* approach can y ie ld  any worthwhile

r e s u l ts  in  our study o f  A frican  r e l ig io n s .

Here then a re  two approaches which a re

d ia m e tric a lly  opposed to  each o th er w ith th e

proponent o f  each th eo ry  claim ing s u p e rio r ity  over

h is  opponent, T e t , in  s p i te  o f  t h e i r  d if fe r e n t

answers both Horton and B e a ttie  agree  on a l i s t  o f

im portant questions posed by th e  phenomenon o f

A frican  re l ig io u s  thought,  This l i s t  provides a

good 3 ta r tin g -p o in t  f o r  our com parative study o f

th e  two approaches, Ve s h a ll  t r e a t  th e se  questions
32

in  th e  o rd er in  which Horton g iv es them. By t h is  

c ro s s -re fe re n c e  i t  i s  hoped th a t  th e  s tre n g th s  and 

weaknesses o f  each th eo ry  can be shown and a 

p lau sib le  ch o ice  reach ed ,

-  Why a re  statem en ts about s p i r i t u a l  
beings most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  
produced in  answer to  th e  question  

**
/
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"why did X o ccu r?"

This question may be expressed in  an oth er way.

Why i s  i t  th a t  th e  A frican  re l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  seem 

(ap pear) to  have a predom inantly exp lan ato ry  r o le ?

For Robin Horton th e se  b e l ie f s  do not only  

appear to  have exp lan ato ry  fu n ctio n s . They in  f a c t ,  

a re  exp lan ato ry  in  e sse n ce . The n atu re  o f  A frican  

r e l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  i s  such th a t  th ey have f o r  t h e i r  

main o b je c tiv e , th e  exp lan ation  o f  th e  A frican  

w orld-view . Unlike th e  r e l ig io n s  o f  th e  Western 

c u ltu re  ( f o r  example C h r is t ia n i ty ) ,  A frican  r e l ig io n s  

d isp lay  a p e c u lia r  in te r e s t  in  exp lain in g  th e  

fe a tu re s  o f  th e  *space--tim e w orld *. I t  i s  f o r  th is

reason  th a t  Horton la b e ls  A frican  r e l ig io n s  a s
33"empirical th o u g h t" . His sim ple answer to  th e

question  o f  th e  exp lan atory  r o le  o f  t r a d i t io n a l

re l ig io u s  b e l ie f s ,  he arg u es, i s  s tra ig h tfo rw ard

and does not r a i s e  th e  i r r i t a t i n g  question o f  th e

n atu re  th a t  B e a tt ie * s  "sy m b o list" approach would

n e c e s s i ta te , namely, "why, i f  A frican  r e l ig io u s

b e lie f s  a re  r e a l l y  ju s t  symbolic statem en ts about

a sp e cts  o f  everyday l i f e ,d o  th ey  appear tr ic k e d  out

in  a l l  th e  trap p in g s o f  exp lan atory  s y s te m s ? " ^

For B e a t t ie ,  th e  "why" q u estion , concerned as

i t  i s ,  w ith d eath , d is e a s e , drought, a c c id e n ts ,

cannot be answered i n  term s o f  th e  a v a ila b le
/
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"em p irically -grou n d ed  tech n iq u es". They can only be 

coped w ith in  term s o f  exp ressiv e  symbolism. For 

him, th e  f a c t  th a t  b e l ie f  in  s p i r i tu a l  beings who 

a re  thought o f  as agents has survived  f o r  such a 

long period i s  a con firm ation  o f  t h e i r  symbolic 

elem ent.

" I f  th e  b e l ie f  on them was based 
on anything approxim ating to  
•science* i t  would be in cre d ib le  
th a t  such a b e l ie f  should have 
survived a t  a l l . " ' * 5

By denying symbolism to  th e  s p i r i t u a l  beings 

o f A frican  re l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  Horton i s  in  e f f e c t  

a s s e r t in g  th a t  th e se  beings have no more s ig n i f i c a ­

nce than simply being o b je c ts  o f  im agination . He

i s  in  e f f e c t  denying th a t  th e  gods, s p i r i t s ,  and
"/

a n ce s to rs  rep resen t a b s tr a c t  notion s o f  g re a t value  

to  th o se  who b e lie v e  in  them. In 'h o ld in g  th is  view  

Horton 3eems to  suggest th a t  A frican  t r a d i t io n a l  

re l ig io n s  d i f f e r  s ig n if ic a n tly  from o th er r e l ig io n s .  

Indeed, he a l l  but says th a t  what we c a l l  r e l ig io n  

in  A frica  i s  in  f a c t  not re l ig io n  a t  a l l .  I t  i s  not 

sc ie n ce  e i th e r  although i t  i s  more akin to  th e  l a t t e r  

than to  th e  form er.

I f  t h is  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  Horton*s views i s  

c o r r e c t ,  i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  h is  " i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t "  

approach cannot provide us w ith what we s e t  out to

look f o r  — an adequate to o l  o f  t r a n s la t io n . I t  i s
/
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by h is  a ffirm a tio n  o f what Horton denies th a t  B e a ttie  

seems to  provide a much more u sefu l to o l  unto th is  

end. B e a t t ie ’ s answer seems to  sco re  on Horton’ s on 

th i3  cou nt.

-  Why i s  i t  th a t  th e A frican

re lig io u s  b e lie f s  e n ter in to  

d a ily  l i f e  a t  th e  point where 

b e l ie f  couched in  everyday 

m a te r ia l-o b je c t  language as  

w ell as th e  techniques  

a s so cia te d  w ith them reach  

l im its  o f t h e i r  competence?

Horton th in k s th a t  t h is  must n e c e s s a r ily  be 

so s in ce  th e  re l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  o f A frican  peoples  

provide a sp e cie s  o f th e o r e t ic a l  exp lan atio n . The 

main point o f  a l l  th e o r e t ic a l  th in k in g , he s$tys, i s  

th a t  i t  supplements th e  lim ited  cau sa l v is io n  o f  

common sen se , m a te r ia l-o b je c t  th in k in g by p o stu la tin g  

a whole range o f a d d itio n a l cau sa l sequences which 

th e  l a t t e r  could never have envisaged. I t  i s  only  

when we accep t s p i r i tu a l  beings o f  t r a d i t io n a l  

re l ig io u s  b e lie f s  as th e o r e t ic a l  e n t i t i e s  th a t  we 

begin to  understand why th ey  a re  employed to  exp lain  

events beyond th e  m a te r ia l-o b je c t  realm .

s
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B e a ttie * s  answer to  t h is  question i3  th e  same 

as th e  one he has given e a r l i e r .  These b e lie f s  

e n te r a t  t h is  poin t because th ey a re  e s s e n tia l ly  

sym bolic. Because everyday language cannot cope 

w ith c e r ta in  im portant a sp e cts  o f  l i f e ,  men employ 

exp ressiv e  symbolism to  say what was otherw ise not 

p o ssib le  to  sa y .

We may here n o tice  th a t  both Horton and B e a ttie  

acknowledge a l in k . The way they in te r p r e t  th is  

l in k , however i s  very  much determined by t h e i r  

d if fe r e n t  p rem ises. Horton, s ta r t in g  w ith h is  

analogy o f th e o r e t ic a l  models sees th e  re lig io u s  

b e lie f s  as lin k in g  th e  everyday m a te r ia l-o b je c t­

th in k in g to  th e  re fin ed  le v e l  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  th ou gh t. 

B e a tt ie , on th e o th er hand, p e rce iv e s  th e  l^ink as  

enabling man to  exp ress h im self where i t  would have 

been otherw ise im possible to  do s o .

Why a re  th e  b ein gs, o f A frican  re lig o u s  

thought defined as in a c c e s s ib le  to  o rd in ary , 

everyday ob servatio n ?

In h is  c r i t i c i s m  o f  B e a t t ie ’ s answer to  t h is  

q u estion , Horton seems to  misunderstand th e  form er’ s 

answer ra th e r  s e r io u s ly . He re p o rts  th a t  B e a ttie  

denies th e  e x is te n ce  o f  s p i r i tu a l  b e i n g s .^

But in  f a c t ,  B e a ttie  does not deny th e  

e x is te n c e  o f s p i r i tu a l  b ein gs. What he does deny
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i s  th e  e x is te n ce  o f gods o r s p i r i t s  in  th e same mode

as observable r e a l i t y .  He sa y s :

"Gods and o th er non-human s p i r i tu a l  
beings could not be thought o f by 
everybody as observable l ik e  people 
and th e o th er occupants o f th e  
phenomenal world fo r  th e very good 
reason t h a t ,  unlike observable r e a l i t y ,  
they do not except in  peoples minds -  
e x i s t " . 37

I t  i s  questionable i f ,  as h is  c r i t i c i s m  o f  

B e a ttie  seems to  imply h ere , Horton r e a l ly  b e liev es  

th a t  s p i r i tu a l  beings share th e same observable  

e x is te n ce  with m a te ria l b ein gs. B e a ttie  affirm s th a t; 

th ese  beings do e x is t  in  th e  mind o f th e  b e lie v e r .

His c le a r  argument i s  th a t  th e beings o f t r a d i t io n a l  

re l ig io n  (as  indeed th e s p i r i tu a l  beings o f  a l l  

r e l ig io n s )  a re  "b ein gs o f th e  mind" w ithout 

corresponding "a c tu a l  e x is te n ce "  in  th e  observable  

w orld. But to  argue th a t  s p i r i tu a l  beings a re  

"b ein gs o f th e  mind" i s  not to  say th a t  such beings 

do not e x i s t .  They do e x is t  in  th e mind, and th a t  

i s  not th e same as saying th ey a re  non—b ein gs.

Because th ey a re  "b ein gs of th e  mind" without 

foundation in  re  th ey lack  corresponding r e a l i t y  in  

th e world o f p h y sica l o b je c ts . This i s  why they are  

conceived o f as "im m ateria l" and "u n o b s e r v a b le " .^  

Horton’ s answer to  th is  question i s  th a t  

s p i r i tu a l  b eings, by v ir tu e  o f t h e i r  being t h e o r e t i c a l

e n t i t i e s ,  must not b£ a v a ila b le  to  th e  same a c ts  o f
/
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ob servation  as r e g i s t e r  th e  events th a t  th ey a re  

invoked to  e x p la in , " f o r  i f  they were so a v a ila b le

th ey  would m erely have re jo in ed  th e  in ventory  o f
39phenomena to  be explained" .

Here again  Horton i s  being lo y a l to  h is  

" th e o r e t ic a l  e n t i t i e s " .  But though he argues th a t  

h is  approach sco re s  over B e a tt ie * s , one i s  in clin e d  

to  th ink  th a t  th e l a t t e r ,  i f  p rop erly  understood, i s  

much more p la u s ib le .

-  Why i s  i t  th a t  th e e n t i t ie s  p o stu la ted

by A frican  re lig io u s  thought a re  defined  

predominantly in  p erson al term s w h ilst  

th ose p o stu lated  by modern w estern thought

a re  defined predom inantly in  im personal
*/

term s?

To th is  q u estion , Horton giv es h is  most 

c o n tro v e rs ia l  answer. He agrees th a t  Western scie n ce  

ta lk s  e x c lu s iv e ly  in  term s of non-personal e n t i t i e s  

and f o r c e s . He a ls o  agrees th a t  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  

thought i s  dominated by re fe re n ce  to  persons o r  

qutjsi-persons and t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s .  He c la im s, 

however, th a t  th e d iffe re n ce  between th e  two modes 

o f thought i s  only s u p e r f ic ia l  and not fundam ental.

In h is  v ariou s a r t i c l e s ,  e s p e c ia lly  in  "A frican  

T ra d itio n a l Thought and W estern S cien ce , P a rt I I , "

/
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Horton goes in to  some depth to  exp lain  th e  o r ig in  of  

t h is  s u p e r f ic ia l  d iffe re n c e  between Western scie n ce  

and t r a d i t io n a l  th ou gh t. He o f fe r s  a • h is to ric a l*  

exp lan ation  o f how tr a d i t io n a l  thought came to  

acq u ire  a "p erso n al idiom" while modern scie n ce  

acquired  a "n on -p erson al" one. The e n tir e  purpose 

o f th eo ry -b u ild in g  i s  to  d is c lo s e  order and re g u la r­

i t y  underlying d iso rd er and i r r e g u l a r i t y .  Members 

o f any c u ltu re , Horton cla im s, in  b uild ing t h e i r  

th e o r ie s , draw h eav ily  from th e areas  o f th e ir  

exp erien ce which th ey a s s o c ia te  w ith order and 

r e g u la r i ty . I t  so happens th a t  fo r  th e  A frica n s , 

th e  area  mo3t s tro n g ly  a s so cia te d  w ith o rd e rlin e ss  

i s  th a t  o f t h e i r  s o c ia l  o rg a n iz a tio n . This forms 

th e  b asic  sou rce o f in s p ira tio n . Consequently 

t h e i r  th e o rie s  a re  bound to  assume a p erson alized  

c h a r a c te r .

In  th e Western c u ltu r e s , w ith th e  advent o f  

"com plex ra p id ly  changing in d u s tr ia l  s o c ie t ie s "  

person al re la tio n s h ip s  were very much in  f lu x .

For th ese  c u ltu r e s , th e  behaviour o f inamimate 

th in g s provided more r e g u la r i ty , o rd er and p re d ic ta ­

b i l i t y  than did t h e i r  s o c ia l  o rg a n iz a tio n . Con­

seq u en tly , th e  members o f  th e  Western cu ltu re s  

co n stru cted  t h e i r  th e o rie s  along th e  "n on-p erson al 

idiom ". This i s  b r ie f ly  why th e  t r a d i t io n a l

✓
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re lig io u s  thought has a person al frame o f re fe re n ce  

and modern scie n ce  a non-personal o r inanim ate one.

The problem w ith Horton’ s ’ h is to r ic a l*  

exp lan atio n , as Vernom P r a t t  p oin ts out i s  th a t  i t  

i s  not h i s t o r i c a l l y  t r u e . Long b efore in d u s tr ia l i ­

z a tio n  scien ce  had been slow ly but s te a d ily  

developing i t s  inanim ate mode o f exp lan atio n .

” ----- i t  can hardly be denied th a t  s c ie n c e ,
w ith i t s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  non-personal 
idiom (as  Horton puts i t ) ,  a lread y  had 
a h is to ry  o f  s p e c ta cu la r  su ccess  by th e  
advent o f in d u s tr ia l  s o c ie ty , and to  
suggest th a t  th e  founding fa th e rs  o f  
scie n ce  were search in g  f o r  a paradigm  
o f r e l i a b i l i t y  in  such a s o c ie ty  i s  to  
suggest on im p o ssib ility ” **̂

We need not be too  concerned about th e  

h i s t o r i c i t y  o f th e  o rig in s  o f  th e  p erson al and non­

p erson al "idiom s” . What i s  o f more im portar^e to  

our p resen t study i s  Horton’ s claim  th a t  th e  

d iffe re n c e  between th e  two frames o f  re fe re n c e , 

w hatever t h e i r  o r ig in , ” i s  more than anything e ls e  

a d iffe re n c e  in  th e  idiom o f th e exp lan ato ry  q u e s t .” ^  

When exp lan ation s d i f f e r  only in  idiom they  

a re  b a s ic a lly  th e  same but expressed in  d if fe r e n t  

term s. To argue th a t  modern scie n ce  and A frican  

t r a d i t io n a l  thought d i f f e r  only in  idiom i s  to  say  

th a t  th ey a re  e s s e n tia l ly  th e  same only th ey a re  

couched in  d if fe r e n t  v erb al exp ressio n s . To admit 

th is  i s  to  eq u alise  A frican  thought and s c ie n c e .



This i s  what Horton seems to  do in  s p ite  o f h is  

p ro te s ta tio n s  a g a in st th is  accu sa tio n .

I t  i s  g e n e ra lly  agreed th at th e  behaviour of  

inanim ate th in gs i s  more p red ictab le  than th a t  o f  

human b ein gs. Choice and freedom a re  norm ally  

a sso c ia te d  with persons but not w ith inanim ate  

o b je c ts . Persons and agents are thought to  make 

d ecisio n s  and may be blamed or p ra ise d , punished o r  

rewarded f o r  t h e i r  a c tio n s . The f a c t  th a t  a person  

o r agent may decide to  do th is  a c tio n  o r t h a t ,  h is  

freedom to  choose makes i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  p re d ic t  

w ith c e r ta in ty  what th i3  person o r agent w ill  choose 

to  do.

Inanim ate o b je c ts , on th e o th er hand, a re  

norm ally bound by th e laws o f n atu re . A b a ll  thrown 

in to  th e a i r  cannot choose to  remain hanging in  th e  

a i r  or to  keep pushing up in d e f in ite ly . I t * s  

behaviour i s  determined by th e  laws o f g r a v ita t io n .  

No m atter how high i t  i3  thrown (u n less i t  i s  fo rced  

out o f space a l to g e th e r ) ,  i t  w ill  ev en tu ally  have 

to  f a l l  towards th e ce n tre  o f th e e a r th . In  th is  

sense th e behaviour o f inanim ate o b je c ts  i s  more 

p re d icta b le  than th a t  o f persons and ag en ts .

Now, th e  being3 o f t r a d i t io n a l  re lig io u s  

thought a re  agen ts who can be provoked in to  anger 

by th e  unbecoming conduct o f human beings or
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p lacated  by s a c r i f i c e .  In  as much as th ese  beings 

a re  conceived o f as human o r quasi-human, th ey are  

more u n p red ictab le than inanim ate b ein gs.

The p oin t th a t  we a re  try in g  to  bring out here  

i s  th a t  th ere  i s  more than a mere "d iffe re n c e  o f  

idiom" between t r a d i t io n a l  thought and w estern  

s c ie n c e . T h eir apparent s im ila r i ty  lead  Horton to  

minimise what i s  in  f a c t  a fundamental d iffe re n c e  

between th e two system s.

John B e a tt ie , too  has a com pletely d if fe re n t  

answer to  make to  th is  q u estion . He seems to  suggest 

th a t  A frican  t r a d i t io n a l  thought f a l l s  sh o rt o f th e

s c i e n t i f i c  standards o f th e Western w orld.
* *

In c u ltu re s  where a d ep erson alized , " s c i e n t i f i c "  

view o f th e world has not y e t taken hold, e j e c t s  

not obviously caused by people a re  o ften  a ttr ib u te d  

to  n on -em p irical agents which a re  in  some re s p e c ts  

"people l i k e " .

B e a ttie  does not expound on th is  answer but 

th e re  i s  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  he sees A frican  

t r a d i t io n a l  thought as belonging to  th e  e a r l i e s t  

s ta g e s  towards what in  th e  west has reached f u l l  

development -  modern s c ie n c e . The a s s e r tio n  th a t  th e  

s c i e n t i f i c  view o f  th e  world "has not y e t"  taken  

hold , su gg ests  th a t  i t  might one day "ta k e  hold" 

in  A frican  th ou gh t.

s
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But does B e a ttie  b eliev e  th a t  th e t r a d i t io n a l  

A frican  l e f t  to  h im self w ithout th e  in flu en ce  o f  

modern s c ie n c e , would even tu ally  develop an au to­

nomous system o f thought much lik e  th e  Western  

system  o f thought? This o f co u rse , may be mere 

sp ecu la tio n  but i t  i s  a view which i s  shared by 

many, in clu din g th e  w rite r  o f th is  paper.

I t  might have taken a long tim e fo r  t r a d i t io n ­

a l  thought to  develop in to  anything akin to  Western  

scie n ce  but given th e  e q u a lity  o f in te l le c tu a l  

p o te n tia l  o f a l l  human ra c e s  th e re  i s  no good 

reason to  think th a t  th e A frican  would not ev en tu ally  

develop such a system . Robin Horton comes very  

c lo s e  to  th is  a ffirm a tio n  but he e r r s  in  supposing 

th a t  t r a d i t io n a l  thought expressed in  A frican  

c u ltu re s  i s  a c h a r a c te r i s t i c  p e cu lia r  to  th e  A frican  

p eop les.

-  Given th e  manner in  which new b e lie f s  

a r is e  in  A frican  re lig io u s  system s, 

which i s  th e  more ap p ro p riate  

c h a r a c te r is a tio n  o f Such b e l ie f s ,  

th e "sy m b o list" o r th e  " i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t " ?

Both Horton and B e a ttie  agree th a t  new b e lie f s  

in  A frican  re lig io u s  system s tend to  a r is e  as th e  

r e s u lt  o f •dreams*, ’ v is io n s * , ‘ in s p ira tio n * ,

s
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•intuition' or •imagination*. They also agree 
that the U3e of analogy is vital to the origin and 
development of these beliefs. But this is as far as 
their agreement goes. From this Beattie concludes 
that there i3 nothing in the pre-ecientific repre­
sentations of the spirit world, which are arrived 
at "by any process remotely like those by which 
scientific models are arrived at, i.e. the critical 
formulation of hypothesis and their rigorous 
testing against experience".

This strong rejection of any similarity 
between the two systems of thoughtborders on 
contradiction. If one accepts that new beliefs 
arise from imagination, inspiration, Intuition 
or dream3, he must also acknowledge a degree, of 
similarity (no matter how slight) between these 
beliefs and science. •Imagination*, *intuition* and 
•inspiration* are in a sense, cognitive activities 
and far from being incompatible with reason, they 
provide the basl3 for science.

Horton’s answer to this question is more 
objective than that given by Beattie. He recognises 
the ninilarities that exist between the "ideational 
innovations" of African religious beliefs and the 
sciences.

s
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-  What i s  th e  d iffe re n ce  between th ose

exp lan ation s which a r e , o r may be, put 

to  th e t e s t  o f exp erien ce and th ose which 

a re  n o t, in  th e  same s o c ie ty ?

For B e a tt ie , th ose exp lan ation s which are  

stra ig h tfo w ard ly  exp lan atory  in  n ature a re  su b ject  

to  th e t e s t  o f exp erien ce . Exp lan ation s o f th is  

n atu re a re  norm ally o f th e  impersonal s c i e n t i f i c  

kind. The p erso n al, re lig io u s  kind o f exp lan atio n s, 

although they appear stra ig h tfo w ard  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  

symbolic and a re  not te s ta b le  by exp erien ce .

Horton, tru e  to  h is  th e o r e t ic a l  models, 

r e j e c t s  B e a t t ie ’ s exp lan ation  and contends th a t  th e

reason  why re l ig io u s  b e lie f s  a re  not te s ta b le  by
"/

exp erien ce i s  th a t  they a re  th e o r e t ic a l  s ta tem en ts . 

To th is  rep ly  an o b je ctio n  may be made. Why are  

th e statem ents propounded w ithin  th e  in s t i tu t io n a l  

framework o f modern scie n ce  more resp on sive to  th e  

t e s t  o f  exp erien ce than th e  gods and s p i r i t s  o f  

t r a d i t io n a l  th ou gh t, though th e  two system s a re  

th e o r e t ic a l  in  n atu re?

I t  may a lso  be argued th a t  th e  h is to ry  o f  

r e l ig io n  has shown th a t  th e re  can be no meaningful 

in te r a c t io n  between re lig io n s  exp lan ation s and 

exp erien ce on th e  m a te r ia l-o b je c t-th in k in g  le v e l .

This accounts p a r t ly  fo r  th e  f a i lu r e  o f r a t io n a l

/
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theories treated in this study all failed because 
they took religion and religious faith too literay. 
Because they failed to attack religion at its roots 
(the symbolic aspects) these theories failed to 
come into grips with this world phenomenon.

- Traditional African religions include 
not only systems of belief explaining 
events in the world, but also systems of 
action aimed at controlling the course 
of events. This granted, which is the 
more fruitful approach to these religions, 
the "symbolist" or the "intellectualist"?

As we have already seen, each proponent claims

superiority for bis approach. How then sha^l we 
decide on the most fruitful approach for the 
traditional religious thought?

Horton’s article "African Traditional thought 
and Western, Thought, Part II", may prove useful 
at this juncture. In this article Horton presents 
some very important differences between traditional 
thought and Western Science. The key difference 
between the two systems, he tells us, is the lack 
in the traditional cultures of the awareness of 
alternatives:
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" ----- in  t r a d i t io n a l  c u ltu re s  th e re
i s  no developed awareness o f  
a lte r n a t iv e s  to  th e estab lish ed  
body o f th e o r e t ic a l  te n e ts ;  
whereas in  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  orien ted  
c u ltu re s , such an awareness i s  highly  
developed. I t  i s  th is  d iffe re n c e  
we r e f e r  to  when we say th a t  
t r a d i t io n a l  c u ltu re s  a re  •closed* 
and s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  orien ted  
cu ltu re s  •open1” 43

This b asic  d iffe re n c e  between th e •open" and 

"clo sed " s o c i e t i e s ,  says Horton, has two im portant 

consequences. F i r s t ,  i t  i s  resp o n sib le  in  th e  

"clo sed " c u ltu re , fo r  an ab solu te  accep tan ce o f  th e  

estab lish ed  th e o r e t ic a l  te n e ts . I t  leav es no room 

fo r  c r i t i c a l  a p p ra isa l with th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  

abandoning them. In th a t  th ey a re  ab so lu te  and 

unquestionable, th ese  te n e ts  become " s a c r e d " .  

Secondly, any attem pt to  question o r change tfie 

estab lish ed  te n e ts  i s  seen as a " th r e a t  o f chaos, 

o f cosmic ab yss, and th e re fo re  evokes in ten se  

an xiety "

The d iffe re n c e  between th e  "open" and 

"c lo se d " c u ltu re s  lead s to  o th er re la te d  d if fe re n c e s .  

Horton d eals w ith some o f th e  more im portant of  

th ese  d iffe re n c e s . Among them are*

(a )  M agical versu s non-m agical a t t i tu d e  to  words.

(b ) Id eas-b o u n d -to -occasion s versu s ideas-bound- 

to - id e a s .

( c )  U n re fle c tiv e  versu s r e f l e c t i v e  th in k in g .

/
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(d) Mixed versus segregated motives.
(e) Divination versus diagnosis.
(f) Absence versus Presence of Experim ental 

Method.
(g) Coincidence, Chance, Probability.
(h) Confession of Ignorance.
(i) Protective versus destructive attitude to 

the category - system.
(j) The passage of time - good or bad?

tfe shall here examine only a few of these 
differences.

The traditional thinker has a tendency to see 
an intimate link between words and things. For him 
this tendency has overwhelming power. Since he 
cannot conceive of any alternatives to his Establish­
ed system of concepts and words, this appears to him 
an absolute link between actions and words. This 
conviction gives birth to magic.

By contrast, the ’•open" culture with its 
multitude of possible alternatives to choose from 
soon finds out that magic is intolerable. The 
members of such a society begin to think that words 
vary independently of reality.

The difference involved here is a very real 
one and one fails to understand how Horton, with the 
full knowledge of such.a fundamental difference

s
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between th e  *open# and •closed* system s o f  thought

can s t i l l  claim  th a t th ey d if f e r  only in  idiom?

Horton goes on t<*. p oin t out th a t  in  th e

•closed* cu ltu re  ideas a re  bound to  o ccasio n s and

not to  o th e r id e a s . This exp lain s why th e re  a re  no

d o ctrin e s  in  tra d itio n a l  t h o u g h t .  Id eas ca n n o t,in

th e  A frican  tra d it io n a l  thought, c o n tra d ic t  r e a l i t y .

They a re  s tro n g ly  bound to  what i s  r e a l .  In  th e

Western s c ie n c e , on th e  o th e r hand, id eas may

re a d ily  be co n trasted  with r e a l i t y .  This Horton

sa y s , i 3  due to  th e f a c t  th a t  in  t h is  c u ltu re  id eas

a re  independent o f  r e a l i t y .  They a re  bound to  o th er

id eas not to  o ccasio n s.

T ra d itio n a l thought a lso  d i f f e r s  from modern

scie n ce  in  i t s  lack  o f  r e f l e c t i o n .  D espite %ta

p e n e tra tin g  sp ecu lation s i t  tends to  g e t on w ith

th e  work o f  exp lan ation , without pausing t o  r e f l e c t

th e  ru le s  o r  methods upon which i t  i s  founded.

" -----  There i s  a sense in  which
tr a d i t io n a l  thought in clu d es among 
i t s  accomplishments n e ith e r  lo g ic
-----  nor philosophy -----  The t r a d i t io n a l
th in k er because he i s  unable to  
Imagine p ossib le  a l te r n a t iv e s  to  
h is  estab lish ed  th e o rie s  and 
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  can never s t a r t  to  
form ulate gen eralized  norms o f  
reasoning and knowing. For only  
where th e re  a re  a l te rn a tiv e s  can th e re  
be c h o ice , and only where th e re  i s  , 5 
ch o ice  can th e re  be norms governing i t " *  •

We could go r ig h t down Horton*s long l i 3 t  o f

✓
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Im portant d iffe re n c e s  but a lread y  one th in g  i s  

c l e a r .  The d iffe re n c e s  th a t  a re  l i s t e d  a re  by no 

means t r i v i a l .  Horton*3 comparison shows very  

c le a r ly  th a t  th e  d iffe re n c e  between th e  *personal*  

exp lan ation s o f  t r a d i t io n a l  thought and th e  •imper­

son al* exp lan ation s o f  s c ie n ce  i s  more than one o f  

idiom .

One asp ect o f  Horton’ s argument req u ires  

fu r th e r  a t te n tio n  -  th a t  o f  "th in k in g  models'*.

Both "atoms'* and " s p i r i t s "  may be seen as  "th in k in g  

models" in  a f i e l d  o f  knowledge where man has NO, 

d ir e c t  a c c e s s  to  r e a l i t y .  They a re  " s ig n a ls "  and 

"sym b ols". As long as  one knows t h is  th ey a re  

" s c i e n t i f i c "  but as  soon a3 one th in k s "atom s" o r  

" s p i r i t s "  as  r e a l i t i e s  th ey become sou rces ofi 
SUPERSTITION. This id ea i s  very  w ell expressed in  

P ro fe sso r J .  G. Donder’ s inaugural le c tu r e  a t  th e  

U n iv e rsity  o f  N airo b i. In  t h is  le c tu r e  e n tit le d  

"Don’ t  Fence Us In i The L ib e ra tin g  r o le  o f  P h ilo ­

sophy" P ro fe sso r Donders poses a question which i s  

very  s im ila r  to  Horton’ s question o f  "atom s" and 

" s p i r i t s " .  Why did th e  urban Greeks who s ta r te d  th e  

atom ic th eo ry  not tak e ’ persons* o r  ’ s p i r i t s ’ as  

t h e i r  model as t h e i r  ru ra l  p red ecesso rs  had done? 

P ro fe sso r Donders c i t e s  th e  answer given to  t h is  

question by Robin Horton. Then commenting on th e

/
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" s p i r i t s ’* and "atoms'* models, he sa y s :

"They are  both 'm y th s', or 
• s t o r i e s ' ,  th ey both fu n ction  
as exp lan atio n s, th ey a re  both  
man-made item s, th ey a re  both 
f r u i t f u l  and they a re  both 
harmful i f  m isin te rp re te d .
They are  m isin terp reted  a t  th e  
moment th a t  one s t a r t s  to  
overlook th e f a c t  th a t  'a to m s' 
and ' s p i r i t s '  a re  only 's t o r i e s '  
or 'm y th s '.
They become harmful a t  th e  
moment th a t  th ose atoms or  
s p i r i t s  a re  considered as 
tim e and r e a l -----"4-6

As we have 3een above, Horton b e lie v e s  th a t  

t r a d i t io n a l  re l ig io u s  thought i s  p rim arily  concerned  

with exp lan atio n , a task  which i t  sh ares with  

s c ie n c e . He a lso  admits th a t  t r a d i t io n a l  thought 

i s  not as su cce ssfu l in  i t s  ta sk  as scie n ce  i s .

There i s  no reason  why Horton does not go e-^en 

fu rth e r  and a s s e r t  th a t  one o f th e th in g s which 

re ta rd  o r hinder th e  p rog ress of t r a d i t io n a l  thought 

i s  i t s  p ersonal framework o f re fe re n c e .

What about th e s im ila r i ty  which Horton claim s  

between r e l ig io n  and t r a d i t io n a l  thought? What 

im portance do we a tta c h  to  th is  s im ila r i ty ?  To 

th is  answer Mr. Vernon P r a t t  o f fe rs  a s a t i s f a c to r y  

answer.

Horton, he s a y s , t e l l s  us nothing th a t  we did  

not know. In s ta t in g  th a t  t r a d i t io n a l  re l ig io u s  

thought i s  l ik e  s c ie n c e , Horton i s  only s ta t in g  a

✓
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tru ism , Hsin ce  with one o r two dubious exceptions 

any p a ir  o f th in g s a re  a lik e  in  some resp ects

(and d iffe re n t  in  o th e r s ) . -----  What Horton must

be in te re s te d  in , th en , i s  showing th a t  scien ce and 

t r a d i t io n a l  re lig io u s  thought a re  im portantly or 

e s s e n tia l ly  s im ila r  to  each o th e r .

Having examined and compared th e  •symbolist* 

with th e ’ i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t • approach we a re  now in  a 

p o sitio n  to  suggest a u sefu l means o f tra n s la tin g  

t r a d i t io n a l  r e l ig io n s . I t  appears th a t  Horton is  

r ig h t  in  th in k ing th a t  we can fin d  in  A frican  

c u ltu re s  atf element o f s c i e n t i f i c  th ou gh t. B e a ttie  

i s  a ls o  r ig h t  in  th in k ing th a t  th e  tra d it io n a l  

re lig io n s  a re  not s c i e n t i f i c  exp lan ation s but 

symbolic p re se n ta tio n s  comparable to  th e  re lig io n s  

o f th e  Western World. The one m istake th a t  the two 

sch o la rs  make, however, i3  in  assuming th a t  the two 

elements a re  d istin g u ish a b le  and independent of each  

o th e r . There i s  not in  th e  A frican  c u ltu re  a c le a r  

-  cu t d iv is io n  between r e l ig io n  and ’ s c ie n ce * , 

between th e  sacred  and th e  s e c u la r .

Thi3 f a c t  i s  very w ell expressed by John M biti 

when he says th a t  th e r e l ig io n  o f th e  A frican s  

"perm eates in to  a l l  th e  departm ents o f l i f e  so 

f u l ly  th a t  i t  i s  not easy to  i s o la te  i t " .  This 

im portant ob servatio n  cannot be s tre s s e d  enough.

/
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We suggest th a t  i t  i s  because both B e a ttie  and Horton 

overlook t h is  f a c t  th a t  they a re  unable to  s t r ik e  

a compromise. For both th in k ers  i t  i s  an " a l l - o r -  

n o th in g ". T ra d itio n a l re lig io u s  b e l ie f s  a re  e i th e r  

symbolic o r  th ey  a re  s c i e n t i f i c .  For them th e re  i s  

no middle co u rse .

Our su ggestion  i s  th a t  th e  t r a d i t io n a l

re l ig io n s  w ill  be b est understood i f  we avoid th e

s o r t  o f  •corapartm entalisation* which both Horton

and B e a ttie  have so f a r  promoted. We must not

succumb to  th e  tem p tation  o f  t r e a t in g  r e l ig io n

a3 i f  i t  were an independent compartment o f  l i f e  which

we can tak e in  is o la t io n  f o r  th e  purpose o f  a n a ly s is .

We must ra th e r  t r e a t  i t  as p a rt and p a rc e l o f  th e

e n tir e  l i f e  o f  a p eop le. With th i3  co n v ictio li we

s h a ll  d isco v e r th a t  th e se  b e l ie f s  co n ta in  not ju s t

one but both o f  th e  a sp e cts  th a t  B e a ttie  and Horton

a ffirm  in  tu rn s . Although t r a d i t io n a l  re l ig io n s

may share c e r ta in  s im i la r i t ie s  w ith s c ie n c e , th ey ,

n e v e rth e le ss , have t h e i r  symbolic a s p e c ts . We

s h a ll  a ls o  d isco v e r th a t  no m atter how s im ila r  th ese

re lig io n s  may be t o  a r t s  th ey  a t  th e  same tim e have

s c i e n t i f i c  a s p e c ts . Considering th a t  sc ie n ce  and

a r t  do not occu r a3 d if fe re n t  a c t i v i t i e s  in  th e

t r a d i t io n a l  s o c ie ty  i t  would be m isleading to  impose

and use th e se  c r i t e r i a  in  th e  A frican  t r a d i t io n a l
+

/
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th ou gh t.

The e x clu siv e  use o f th e  •symbolist* o r th e  

• in te l le c tu a l is t*  method as th e  only to o l  o f t r a n ­

s la t io n  and in te r p r e ta t io n  of A frican  t r a d i t io n a l  

re lig io n s  i s  bound to  lead  to  m isunderstanding.

When Horton s t a r t s  o f f  armed with h is  *i n te l l e c t u a l ­

i s t *  approach he i s  being ’ u n s c ie n tif ic *  in  th a t  he 

proceeds along a biased p ath . The same holds tru e  

f o r  B e a ttie  with h is  ’ sym bolist* approach.

We have in  t h is  ch ap ter d e a lt  e x c lu s iv e ly  

w ith th e  fa ith -re a s o n  problem in  th e  co n te x t o f  

indigenous A frican  r e l ig io n s . But as we pointed out 

in  th e  in tro d u ctio n , th e  problem o f f a i th  and reason  

i s  not p e cu lia r  to  any one re l ig io n  o r co n tin e n t.

I t  ap p lies  equally to  a l l  re lig io n s  and in  #L1 

p la c e s . In th e  next ch ap ter we propose to  t r e a t  

one asp ect which i s  not i t s e l f  a th eo ry  in  any 

s t r i c t  sense o f th e  word. This asp ect i s  what has 

come to  be known as th e  problem o f  e v i l .  E v i l ,  

i t s e l f  a u n iv e rsa l phenomenon p resen ts  a g r e a te r  

ch allen ge to  a l l  re lig io n s  than many people a re  

w illin g  to  a c c e p t . We cannot o f cou rse e n te r in to  

d e ta i ls  o f how each and every r e l ig io n  o f th e  world 

t r i e s  to  exp lain  th e  e x is te n ce  o f e v i l  but we can 

and s h a ll  attem pt a ra th e r  broad survey o f th e  

s i tu a t io n .

/
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CHAPTER V

EXPLANATIONS OF EVIL IN 

WORLD RELIGIONS

Defining th e  Problem 

N on-Theistic Exp lan ations  

D u a lis tic  Exp lan ations  

T h e is tic  Exp lan ations  

A frican  T ra d itio n a l R e lig io n s .
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1 .  D efining th e Problem;

In d iscu ssin g  th e  problem o f e v i l  i t  i s  

n ecessary  to  d is tin g u ish  c le a r ly  between p h y sica l  

and mental su ffe rin g  on th e  one hand and human 

wickedness on th e  o th e r . These two a sp e cts  are  

d is t in c t  one from th e  o th er and y e t re la te d  to  each  

o th e r . U sually human wickedness causes mental o r  

p h y sica l s u ffe r in g . But i t  i s  not th e  case  th a t  a l l  

su ffe rin g  i s  caused by human w ickedness. S e n e lity , 

d eath ,ep id em ics, droughts, earth -q u ak es, famine and 

flo od s a re  a l l  examples o f s u ffe rin g  in  th e  world 

which can not be a ttr ib u te d  to  human w ickedness.

The b ib l ic a l  s to r ie s  of Noah and th e Ark and th e  

dram atic p e s tile n c e s  o f Pharaoh*s Egypt would seem 

to  suggest th a t  n a tu ra l phenomena such as flood s and 

epidemics r e s u lt  from man’ s w ickedness. G enerally  

however, th e  view th a t  th e re  e x is ts  a cau sal 

re la tio n s h ip  between n a tu ra l c a la m itie s  and human 

wickedness i s  hard to  s u s ta in . Human w ickedness, 

o f co u rse , does produce s u ffe rin g  but i t  i s  su ffe rin g  

o f a d if fe re n t  type from th a t  o f n a tu ra l ca ta s tro p h e . 

Human wickedness in  th e  form o f oppression ( p o l i t i c a l ,  

economic and s o c i a l ) ,  to r tu r e ,  ru th le s s  ag g ressio n , 

c r u e lty , and extreme egotism  i s  resp o n sib le  f o r  

causing g re a t mental and p h y sica l s u ffe rin g  in  th e  

w orld.
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In stan ces  o f e v i l  a re  so common-place around 

us th a t  i t  would be superfluous to  e n te r in to  th e  

defence o f th e r e a l i t y  o f  e v i l  in  th is  ch ap ter.

And y e t th e re  a re  sch ools o f thought accord in g  to  

which su ffe rin g  i s  only an i l lu s io n . Such i s  th e  

view o f th e  contemporary C h ris tia n  S cien ce . For 

them e v il  only e x is t s  in  th e  im agin ation . I f  we 

were to  accep t t h is  view then th i3  ch ap ter would 

be m eaningless as th e re  would be no such th in g  as  

th e  •problem o f e v i l 1. To a p p re cia te  th e im portance 

o f th is  problem we mu3t see e v il  fo r  what i t  r e a l ly  

i s  -  dark , u g ly , h e a rt-cru sh in g , and y e t so r e a l .

The f a c t  o f e v i l  and s u ffe rin g  in  th e  world 

poses c e r ta in  problems f o r  th ose who b eliev e  in  God. 

In a p a r t ic u la r  way th e  phenomenon o f e v i l  pdses a 

very r e a l  th r e a t  to  theism  e s p e c ia lly  where God i s  

thought of as alm ighty and in te re s te d  in  th e  w elfare  

o f man. T ra d itio n a lly  t h is  ch allen ge was construed  

as a dilemma.

I f  God i s  p e r f e c t ly  lo v in g , he must wish to  

ab o lish  e v i l .

I f  God i s  a ll-p o w erfu l he must be ab le  to  

ab o lish  e v i l .

But e v i l  l iv e s  on.

The e x is te n ce  o f e v i l  in  th e fa c e  o f an alm ighty  

and a l l - lo v in g  fa th e r  i s  sometimes sa id  to  mean one
OF NAIROBInNTVF* 11
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o f two th in g s :

E ith e r  God i s  not alm ighty as i s  so commonly 

claim ed o r e ls e  God i s  not in te re s te d  in  th e  w ell­

being o f man. This lead s to  some in te r e s t in g  

co n clu sio n s. Some o f th e  more d e v a sta tin g  con clu s­

ions in c lu d e :-

a -  th e  r e je c t io n  o f an alm ighty God 

b - th e  d en ial o f a lovin g  d e ity

c -  th e  d en ial a lto g e th e r  o f th e

e x is te n ce  o f  God.

These a l te r n a t iv e s  comprise without any doubt a 

major th r e a t  to  r e l ig io n . In  th e  fa c e  o f th is  

th r e a t  th e  major re l ig io n s  o f th e  world sought to  

fin d  a p la u sib le  exp lan ation  o f th e  problem o f e v i l  

w ithout jeo p ard isin g  God*s a t t r ib u te s  or h£s e x is te ­

n ce . The exp lan ation s reached by th e  d if fe re n t  

re lig io n s  a re  as v aried  as th ey a re  many.

I t  i s  w ell beyond th e  scope o f th is  th e s is  

to  t r e a t  o f a l l  th e  exp lan ation s o ffered  by th e  

d if fe r e n t  re l ig io n s  o f th e w orld. For our p resen t 

purposes i t  w ill  s u f f ic e  to  t r e a t  only a few 

re p re s e n ta tiv e  so lu tio n s  so f a r  advanced. In  th is  

ch a p te r , Taoism and Buddhism a re  c i te d  as re p re se n t­

ing n o n -th e is tic  exp lan ation s o f th e  problem o f  

e v i l  and s u ffe r in g . The D u a lis tic  so lu tio n  o f  th e  

problem i s  rep resen ted  by Z o roastrian ism , Manichaeism
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and Jain ism . Judaism, C h ris tia n ity  and Islam  are  

re p re s e n ta tiv e  o f th e t h e i s t i c  attem pt to  come to  

g rip s  with th e  problem.

F in a lly , th e re  follow s an attem pt to  s ta t e  

th e gen eral so lu tio n  o f e v i l  in  A frican  t r a d i t io n a l  

r e l ig io n .

2 . N o n -th eistic  E xp lan atio n s:

Among n o n -th e is tic  re lig io n s  which attem pt 

an exp lan ation  o f e v i l  a re  Buddhism and Taoism.

The most n otab le th in g  about th ese  re lig io n s  i s  

t h e i r  p r a c t i c a l  response to  th e problem. There i s  

very l i t t l e  concern in  e i th e r  Buddhism o r Taoism 

f o r  th e  th e o r e t ic a l  question why th e re  e x is ts  

su ffe rin g  in  th e  w orld. In both cases  e v i l  i s  a 

given and th e immediate concern i s  th a t  o f d evisin g  

means o f e lim in atin g  e v i l  and s u ffe rin g  in  th e  w orld. 

In n e ith e r  r e l ig io n  i s  th e re  a th e o r e t ic a l  attem pt 

o f exp lain in g o r ju s tify in g  th e presence o f s u ffe rin g . 

Even though Buddha advanced a kind o f exp lan ation  

f o r  a l l  su ffe rin g  in  th e world in  term s of u n iver­

s a l  crav in g , he was more concerned about bringing  

th is  s u ffe rin g  to  an end. In h is  exp lan ation  th e  

Buddha sa id  nothing about th e  gods. He recognised  

and addressed h im self d i r e c t ly  to  th e  f a c t  of

s
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s u ffe rin g , o ffered  a d iagn osis o f t h e i r  ro o t cau se , 

and recommended a way of r e le a s e . For Buddha and 

h is  l a t e r  fo llo w e rs , th e  •why* question i s  unimport 

a n t.

For Buddha and Buddhism th e r e a l i t y  o f s u ffe r  

ing i s  in d isp u tab le . The f a c t  o f s u ffe rin g  

m an ifests i t s e l f  in  b ir th , decay, s ick n e ss , and 

d eath . The cause o f th is  s u ffe rin g  i s  th e  endless  

crav in g  (d e s ire )  th a t  lead s to  b ir th , th e lu s t  th a t  

l in g e rs  in  l i f e  and th e g re a t d e s ire  to  be reb orn . 

Sorrow, lam en tation s, anguish, and d esp air a re  a l l  

forms o f "dukkha" (s u f f e r in g ) . So to o  i s  c o n ta ct  

w ith unpleasant f a c to r s  and f a i lu r e  to  achieve what 

one d e s ire s .

The cause o f "dukkha" i s  "tan k a" ( s e l f i s h  

crav in g  o r d e s i r e ) .  I t  i s  th e  d e s ire  f o r  p assio n s,

f o r  e x is te n c e , and fo r  n o n -existen ce  th a t  lead s to
.

th e  in n ev itab le  web o f r e b ir th s . Abandonment, 

fo rsak in g , r e le a s e , non-attachm ent i s  th e  so le  

•noble tru th *  fo r  th e  c e ss a tio n  o f •dukkha*.

Escape from •dukkha* i s  only p o ssib le  by elim ina­

t in g  a l l  s e l f i s h  cravin g  and d e s ire . This c a l l s  

f o r  a t o t a l  r e je c t io n  of l i f e  and e x is te n c e . The 

way to  a t ta in  non-attachm ent, or c e s s a tio n  of  

e x is te n ce  i s  by avoiding extrem es o f o v er-in d u lge­

nce and a s c e tic is m  -  by follow ing th e  Middle P ath .

+
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The Middle Path c o n s is ts  o f th e N olle E ig h tfo ld

1 . BY RIGHT UNDERSTANDING The Buddhist 

i s  led to  p erceiv e  th e Four Noble 

T ru th s:

a )  The f a c t  o f S u ffe rin g .

b) The cause o f S u ffe rin g .

c )  The cure of S u ffe rin g .

d) The Noble E ig h tfo ld  P ath .

2 . RIGHT INTENTION lead s th e  b e lie v e r  to  

renounce w orldly l i f e ,  accep t th e  

'’homeless” s t a t e ,  and follow  th e  

E ig h tfo ld  P ath .

3 . RIGHT SPEECH helps one to  ab sta in  from 

l i e s ,  s la n d e r, abuse o r id le  t a l k .

4 . BY RIGHT CONDUCT th e f a i th f u l  ab sta in s  

from k i l l in g , s te a l in g , a d u lte ry , and 

in to x ic a tio n .

5 . In work one must avoid questionable  

o ccu p ation s. Hence th e  im portance of  

RIGHT OCCUPATION.

6 . RIGHT ENDAVOUR urges one to  s t r iv e  only  

a f t e r  what i s  good while avoiding what 

i s  e v i l  and wicked.

7 .  BY RIGHT CONTEMPLATION th e  Buddhist i s  

ab le to  c o n tro l h is  mind in  p eacefu l

Way.

✓
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contem plation so th a t  no emotion 

d istu rb s  h is  p eace.

3 . F in a lly , by f a i th f u l ly  follow ing th e  

E ig h tfo ld  Path th e  b e lie v e r  becomes 

m aster o f  h is  own w i l l .  By means o f  

RIGHT CONCENTRATION one develops h is  

mind to  h eigh ts beyond reasoning and on 

to  NIVARNA -  th e  u ltim ate  p eacefu l  

b lis s  which i s  th e  good o f a l l  in d iv id u a ls .

This teach in g  o f th e  founder o f Buddhism forms th e  

b a sis  o f th e  treatm en t o f  s u ffe rin g  in  Buddhism.

In l a t e r  Buddhism th e  lack  o f in te r e s t  in  th e  

•why* question i s  c h a ra c te ris e d  in  B a d h isa ttra  

and Mahayana d o c tr in e s .

This asp ect i s  a lso  tru e  o f Taoism. The 

t a o i s t s  considered th e f i r s t  r e a l i t y  as th e  

harmony o f o p p o sites . A ll op p osites can be brought 

back to  u n ity  in  th e  P rin c ip le  o f *Tao*. The purpose 

o f re l ig io u s  l i f e  was to  allow  a d i r e c t  apprehension  

o f th e Prime V irtu e and id e n t i f ic a t io n  o f  th e  A ll .

This was achieved through T ao ist e c s ta s y . By 

e x te rn a lis in g  a l l  d is t in c t  id eas and co n ce n tra tin g  

one’ s a tte n tio n  upon a s in g le  p oin t th e  T ao ist could  

s u c c e s s fu lly  c a s t  th e  e x te rn a l world out o f h im self.

He would then c a s t  out o f h im self th e  notion  o f any

✓
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in d ivid u al essence and f in a l ly  c a s t  out o f h im self  

a l l  notion  o f  e x is te n c e . This way he would gain  

enlightm ent and enjoy d ir e c t  contem plation o f th e  

P r in c ip le , ou tsid e  tim e, beyond l i f e ,  s u ffe rin g  and 

d eath .

In th e  fa ce  o f s u ffe rin g  man has only to  

y ie ld  h im self to  th e harmony o f th e  e x te rn a l  

p rin c ip le  to  fin d  p eace . Ju s t  l ik e  t h e i r  fa v o u rite  

symbol o f w ater which always seeks th e  low est le v e l  

but can overcome anything, th e  T a o is t must le a rn  

complete submission and q uietn ess because by them 

a l l  th in gs can be a t ta in e d .

We have a lread y  mentioned th e  la ck  o f in te r e s t

in  th e  th e o r e t ic a l  exp lan ation  o f  e v i l  in  th e se  two
Vr e l ig io n s . Buddhism and Taoism are  examples o f  

how re lig io n  can account fo r  s u ffe rin g  w ithout 

n e c e s s a r ily  dragging Ood in to  th e  q u estion .

I t  must be observed however th a t  in  both 

cases th e  so lu tio n s  thus advanced have severe  

l im ita tio n s  as com plete answers to  th e  problem o f  

e v i l .  N either Budhism nor Taoism provides a 

s a t i s f a c to r y  answer to  th e  question o f  human 

w ickedness, th e e th ic a l  demands o f  in te r -p e rs o n a l  

and s o c ia l  l i f e ,  th e  question  o f human p ro g re ss , o r  

th e  meaning o r purpose o f  l i f e .  By om ittin g  th e  

preoccupation  w ith th e  question  o f God both re l ig io n s

/



- 127 -

f a i l  to  o f f e r  any meaningful exp lan ation  o f th e  

problem o f mental and p h y sica l s u ffe r in g . No 

attem pt i s  made to  exp lain  n a tu ra l s u ffe r in g .

3 . D u a lis tic  E xp lan atio n s:

One way o f exp lain in g  th e  problem o f e v i l  i s  

to  see two eq ually  u ltim ate  p rin c ip le s  behind both 

good and e v i l .  This view i s  u su ally  re fe rre d  to  

as dualism .

In Z oroastrian ism  two equal and c o -e x te rn a l  

p rin c ip le s  a re  reco g n ised . These two p rin c ip le s  

a re  Ahura Mazda (th e  Holy S p ir i t  o r th e  Wise Lord) 

and Angra Mainyu (th e  E v il  S p i r i t ) .  These two are  

resp o n sib le  fo r  a l l  th e  good and e v i l  in  th e  w orld. 

The e x is te n ce  o f  good and e v i l ,  l ig h t  and darkness, 

knowledge and ign orance, l i f e  and d eath , sick n ess  

and h e a lth , j u s t i c e  and in ju s t i c e ,  s la v e ry  and 

freedom, and a l l  co n tra ry  a c t i v i t i e s  which e x is t  and 

a re  observed in  a l l  s o c ie t ie s  a re  a l l  a ttr ib u te d  

to  Angra Mainyu and Ahura Mazda.

In  th is  t r a d i t io n  i t  i s  im possible th a t  both  

good and bad should emanate from th e  same d iv in ity .  

What i s  p e rfe c t  and complete cannot produce e v i l .

I f  i t  produces e v i l ,  then i t  i s  not p e r f e c t .  I f  

God i s  p e rfe c t  in  goodness and knowledge he cannot
10
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be th e  sou rce o f  ignorance and e v i l .  I f  he produces 

ignorance and e v i l ,  then he i s  not p e rfe c t  and i f  

he i s  not p e rfe c t  he i s  not worth o f ad o ratio n  as  

God.

C reation  and a l l  good th in g s came from Ahura 

Mazda whereas a l l  e v i l  came from th e  uncreated  

s p i r i tu a l  fo rc e  (Angra Mainyu) which i s  fo re v e r in  

op p osition  to  th e  Wise Lord. The e a rth  i s  th e  

b a t t le f ie ld  o f th e  fo rc e s  o f  good and e v i l .  The 

powers o f  good and e v i l  f ig h t  f o r  th e  p osession  of  

th e  human so u l. Z oroastrian ism  teach es  th a t  

u ltim a te ly  th e power o f good w ill  claim  v ic to r y  

over th e  power o f  e v i l .  In th e  meanwhile, th e  

in d ivid u al could f a c i l i t a t e  Ahura Mazda*s v ic to r y  

by choosing th e  r ig h t  cou rse o f a c tio n  in  l i f e  -  

hence th e  h ighly moral c h a ra c te r  th a t  has always 

marked Z oroastrian ism .

Like Z oroastrian ism  Manichaeism attem pts a 

d u a l is t ic  exp lan ation  o f  s u ffe r in g .

Manichaeism:

L i t t l e  i s  known about Mani, th e  re lig io u s  te a ch e r  

and founder o f Manichaeism. Even le s s  i s  known w ith  

any c e r ta in ty  about h is  te a ch in g s . A vailable  

evidence shows Manichaeism as a h ighly  s o p h is tic a te d
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system  o f dualism .

Manichaeism had f o r  i t s  c e n tr a l  question th e  

rid d le  o f e v i l .  Where does e v i l  come from and what 

causes man to  indulge in  e v i l  p r a c t ic e s ?  I t  was 

apparent to  Mani and h is  fo llow ers th a t  e v i l  could  

not be a c re a tio n  o f a good p rin c ip le  (God). God, 

being good could not produce e v i l .  E v il  must have 

another sou rce e x te rn a l to  God. Indeed, as e v il  

always occu rs a g a in st th e background o f good, i t  

would seem reason ab le to  assume th a t  i t  i s  an 

in vasion  o f  th e  good by an a l ie n , e te rn a lly  sep arate  

p rin c ip le  o f e v i l .

The world i s  a r e s u lt  o f th e •fu sion  in  con­

f l i c t *  o f two opposing p rin c ip le s  which a re  i n te r ­

locked and in term in gled . The u niverse i s  on& long  

s tru g g le  o f  th e  good to  d isen tan g le  i t s e l f  from e v i l .  

But th e  same s tru g g le  which tak es p lace  in  th e  

u n iverse i s  rep eated  in  each in d iv id u a l. The good 

s e l f  i s  trapped in  m atter and i t  needs to  be 

re le a s e d .

L ife  i s  a s tru g g le  to  l ib e r a te  th e good 

element from th e  p riso n  o f th e  body.

Man can help to  l ib e r a te  h is  *good s e lf *  by 

reco g n isin g  th e  two p rin c ip le s  o f Good and E v i l .

And th e  way to  reco g n ise  th ese  p rin c ip le s  i s  by 

pursuing a cou rse o f l i f e  which w ill  lead  to  th e
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sep ara tio n  of good and e v i l  in  one’ s own l i f e  and 

in  th e  u n iv erse . This can be achieved by a u ste re  

and r ig id  a s c e tic is m , a ru th le s s  detachment from 

m a tte r . In  i t s  absurd extrem ity  Manichaeism 

forbade a f u l ly  p rofessed  monk from p ick ing f r u i t  o r  

any o th er food because i t  would contam inate him 

and cause s u ffe rin g  to  th e  o b je ct from which th e  

food was tak en . He however, could e a t o f th e  

f r u i t  i f  i t  was picked by some o th er person.

The ex trem ist was bound to  cause more 

s u ffe rin g  i f  he stu ck  s t r i c t l y  to  th e  teach in g  o f  

Mani, But th e  s tre n g th  o f Manichaeism l i e s  in  th e  

f a c t  th a t  i t  corresponds to  everyday exp erien ce .

L ife  i s  d ep icted  as a s tru g g le  between opposing 

f o r c e s . I t  i s  to  t h is  so lu tio n  to  th e  problem of  

e v i l  th a t  Manichaeism owes i t s  ap p eal.

Ja in ism :

Jain ism  lik e  Manichaeism b e lie v e s  in  th e id ea of  

th e  soul trapped in  th e  body. The entanglement o f  

th e  30u l w ith m atter i s  what in  Jain ism  i s  c a lle d

•karma*. Every being has a sou l o r * j iv a * .  Thi3 

sou l i s  com pletely enmeshed in  m atter and i t  stands  

in  need o f  l ib e r a t io n . Man and th e  higher anim als 

which a re  c h a ra c te ris e d  by p ossession  of f iv e  senses
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belong to  th e  h igh est ca teg o ry  o f being. I n s e c ts ,  

b ees, and b u t te r f l ie s  have fo u r se n se s . The next 

ca teg o ry  c o n s is ts  o f sm all in s e c ts .  The fo u rth  

ca te g o ry  c o n s is ts  mainly o f worms, leech es  and other  

c re a tu re s  which p ossess only th e  senses o f touch and 

sm ell. The low est ca teg o ry  i s  th a t  which c o n s is ts  

o f o b je c ts  which a re  norm ally re fe rre d  to  as  

inam inate. This in clu d es s to n e s , t r e e s ,  p lan ts  

and everyth ing e ls e  in  th e  u n iv erse . Since every­

th in g  in  th e  u niverse has a so u l, th e  e n tire  

u n iverse i s  sa id  to  be 'a l i v e * .

In th is  u n iverse 'karma* p e r s is te n t ly  seeks 

an en try  in to  th e  sou l and c lin g 3  to  i t .  A cts o f  

c r u e lty  and s e lf is h n e s s  give karma d ir e c t  en try  

in to  th e  ' j i v a ' .  Good a c tio n s  a re  n e u tra l arid cann­

o t o f them selves d isen tan g le  th e  j iv a  from karma.

I t  i s  only a c ts  o f  s u ffe rin g  v o lu n ta r i ly  undertaken  

th a t  can l ib e r a te  th e  sou l from th e  web o f karma. 

U n til th is  i s  done, th e  j iv a  i s  co n sta n tly  bound 

up in  r e -b i r th  in  a l l  o b je c ts , even th e n o n -liv in g  

th in g s .

The sou l then can only be l ib e ra te d  by

avoiding a l l  c o n ta c t w ith m atter which might cause

in ju ry . M ahavira, th e  founder o f Ja in ism , tau ght

th a t  to  be freed  from sorrow th e  holy man should

r e f r a in  from causing or  ̂ allow ing anyone e ls e  to
1 0
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cause harm to  any o b je c t . One must not k i l l  any 

l iv in g  th in g . The d o c trin e  o f  n on -in ju ry  i s  

perhaps th e  b est known c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f Jain ism .

The f a i th f u l  Ja in  w ill  tak e th e  g r e a te s t  c a re  not to  

k i l l  anything, even a c c id e n ta lly . The Ja in  monk 

i s  an e x tre m is t . He c a r r ie s  w ith him a sm all brush 

w ith which he c le a r s  th e  ground b efore him so th a t  

he does not by any chance tre a d  on any unseen 

in s e c t  and so k i l l  i t .  He s tr a in s  a l l  w ater b efore  

he drinks i t  f o r  f e a r  o f d estro y in g  l i f e .  He never 

l ig h ts  a f i r e  o r a lamp, Doing so would a t t r a c t  

in s e c ts  to  th e  l ig h t  thus exposing them to  th e  

r is k  o f d eath . In  ad d itio n  f i r e  i s  i t s e l f  a l iv in g  

o b ject and p u ttin g  i t  o f f  would be to  tak e away l i f e .

The monk p r a c tic e s  g re a t a u s te r i ty  i n ^ i s  

own l i f e .  He does t h is  to  a s s i s t  in  th e  d ise n ta ­

nglement o f •jiva* from m a tte r . The e n tir e  u niverse  

i s  derived from th e  two e te r n a l , u ncreated  and 

independent c a te g o r ie s  o f •jiva* and •ajiva* -  

con sciou sn ess and unconsciousness. But dualism  was 

excluded because c re a tio n  was not tra c e d  back to  a 

c o n f l i c t  between th e  two c o -e te rn a l  p r in c ip le s .

Jain ism  denies th a t  c re a tio n  i s  a consequence o f  

d ivin e w ill  o r purpose. The s u f f ic ie n t  exp lan ation  

i s  provided by n a tu ra l law. The very  e x is te n ce  of

su ffe rin g  and e v i l  ru le s  out any w ell disposed c r e a to r .
*

/



- 133 -

In t h is  connection  Mahapurana iv  16 f f  provides a 

very  in te r e s t in g  read in g .

Some fo o lis h  men d e cla re  th a t  C reato r made th e  w orld. 

The d o ctrin e  th a t  th e  world was cre a te d  i s  i l l -  

ad vised , and should be r e je c te d .

I f  God c re a te d  th e w orld, where was he before  

c re a tio n ?

I f  you say he was tran scen d en t th en , and needed 

no sup port, where i s  he now?

How could God have made th e  world w ithout any raw 

m a te ria ls?

I f  you say he made th is  f i r s t ,  and then th e  w orld, 

you a re  faced  w ith an endless re g re s s io n .

I f  God c re a te d  th e  world by an a c t  o f h is  own w i l l ,  

w ithout any raw m a te r ia l , /

Then i t  i s  ju s t  h is  w ill  and nothing e lse  -  and

who w ill  b e liev e  th is  s i l l y  s tu f f  ----- .

God commits g re a t s in  in  slay in g  th e  ch ild ren  whom 

he has h im self c re a te d .

I f  you say he s la y s  only to  d estro y  e v i l  b ein gs,

why did he c re a te  such beings in  th e f i r s t  
a

p lace?

4 . THEISTIC EXPLANATIONS:

Judaism -  C h ris tia n ity  -  Islam .
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DEVIL AS SOURCE OF EVIL:

Though t h e i r  exp lan ation s o f e v i l  d i f f e r  in  

d e t a i l ,  th e re l ig io n s  which we w ill  t r e a t  in  th is  

s e c tio n  make a s im ila r  gen eral approach to  th e  

question o f s u ffe r in g . Judaism, C h ris tia n ity  and 

Islam  do in  varyin g degrees acknowledge an e v i l  

power besides th e good God. They a ls o  t r y  to  exp lain  

su ffe rin g  in  term s o f God’ s t e s t  fo r  fa ith fu ln e s s  

and Divine Punishment fo r  S in . These s im i la r i t ie s  

and a few d iffe re n c e s  which e x is t  between th e  th re e  

re l ig io n s  in  th e  attem pt to  exp lain  th e  problem o f  

su ffe rin g  w ill  be tre a te d  in  th is  s e c tio n .

In th e Old Testament we f i r s t  encounter th e  

d e v il a t  th e F a l l  o f Man. In th e Book o f Genesis 

th e  problem o f e v i l  i s  ra is e d . The w rite r  empha­

t i c a l l y  affirm s th a t  God’ s e n tir e  c re a tio n  was 

good, not e v i l .  Time and again  he p o s itiv e ly  

commends th is  f a c t  by th e words, MAnd God saw 

everyth ing th a t  he had made, and behold, i t  was 

very  good". E v il  and su ffe rin g  a re  a ttr ib u te d  not 

to  God but to  th e  d e v il who was resp o n sib le  

f o r  man’ s f a l l .

In  th e  Garden o f Eden man had liv e d  in  comple­

t e  harmony w ith h is  c r e a to r .  P r io r  to  th e  Fall,m an  

knew nothing about s u ffe rin g , e v i l ,  and d eath . I t
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was only a f t e r  y ie ld in g  to  th e tem p tation s o f  

Satan th a t  man was exposed to  t o i l ,  p ain , s e n i l i t y ,  

death and th e  wrath o f God. Man’ s gradual a l i e n a t i ­

on from God i s  h igh ligh ted  in  s e lf is h n e s s , r i v a l r y ,
i

murder, e x p lo ita tio n , drunkenness, and ten sio n  -  

in  complete human w ickedness.

The id ea o f  Satan i s  again  3een in  th e  book 

o f Job where he appears to  be charged w ith th e  duty 

o f te s t in g  th e  S ervan ts o f God.

C h ris tia n ity  tak es up t h is  id ea o f demonology 

in  th e  New Testam ent. Here Jesu s i s  shown to  have 

been su b jected  to  tem p tation s by S atan . L a te r  in  

h is  m in istry  Jesu s spends con sid erab le  tim e f ig h t ­

ing th e powers o f Satan by cu rin g  th e  demoniacs.

In th e  gospel o f S ain t John th e d e v il i s  sa id  to  

p ossess a kingdom -  th e kingdom o f darkness. This 

kingdom, although in  p rin c ip le  overwhelmed by th e  

death and re s u rre c tio n  o f C h ris t , con tin u es to  wage 

war ag a in st th e kingdom o f l i g h t .  C h ris tia n s  

b eliev e  th a t  in  th e end th e powers o f darkness w ill  

be com pletely d efeated  by God.

Construed in  t h is  way, C h ris tia n ity  seems to

p resen t a dualism -  two opposing p rin c ip le s  o f good

and e v il  in  c o -e x is te n c e . This id ea i s  ru led  out

by th e  f a c t  th a t  th e two are  not c o -e te r n a l .

C h r is t ia n ity , ju s t  l ik e  Judaism, t r e a t s  th e  d e v il as
10
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a c re a tu r e , a f a l le n  angel who has re v o lte d  ag a in st  

God. The d e v il , now a corrup ted  being was once 

good.

The id ea of a f a l le n  angel appears as w ell 

in  th e  th eology o f Islam . The angel I b l i s  i s  said  

to  have resen ted  th e  p lace  o f Adam in  c re a tio n .

God allowed him and h is  s u b je cts  to  remain in  being  

as tem pters o f  men. But in  Islam  th e idea of Satan  

did not re c e iv e  th e  same prominence th a t  i t  did in  

Judaism and C h ris t ia n ity . This i s  p a r t ly  because 

o f th e  g re a t emphasis th a t  Islam  la y s  on th e  

omnipotence and sov ereig n ty  o f A llah .

SUFFERING AS TEST OF FAITHFULNESS:

One o f th e  exp lan ation s o ffered  fo r  th e  

e x is te n ce  of su ffe rin g  in  th e  world i s  th a t  God 

uses su ffe rin g  as a t e s t  o r t r i a l  o f f a i t h .  I t  i s  

q u ite  normal in  th e h is to ry  of re l ig io n s  to  encount­

e r  th e  idea th a t  th e good man i s  re fin ed  in  th e  

f i r e  o f s u ffe r in g . In  Judaism su ffe rin g  i s  some­

tim es seen as a d ivine instrum ent o f te s t in g  man’ s 

f a i t h .  This view i3  b e a u tifu lly  i l l u s t r a t e d  in  

th e  s to ry  o f Abraham and h is  w illin g n ess  to  s a c r i ­

f i c e  h is  only 3on, I s a a c .  I t  i s  fu rth e r  i l l u s t r a t e d  

in  th e  3 to ry  o f Job , th e f a i th f u l  serv an t whom 

God put in to  t e s t  through g re a t s u ffe rin g .
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This view however r a is e s  a problem. How can  

God who i s  good, use an e v i l  instrum ent to  accom pli­

sh a d ivin e purpose? This question was f i r s t  

ra is e d  by Habbakuk and Judaism does not o f f e r  any 

s a t i s f a c to r y  answer to  i t .

The E a rly  C h ris tia n s  regarded p ersecu tio n  

as a t e s t  o f f a i t h .  The C h ris tia n  raatyrs faced  

t h e i r  death h e ro ic a lly  convinced th a t  i t  was th e  

f in a l  t e s t  o f t h e i r  f a i t h .  More im portant f o r  th e  

C h ris tia n s  i s  th e  id ea o f sh arin g  in  C h r is t ’ s 

s u ffe r in g s . The C h ris tia n s  accep t t h e i r  su ffe rin g  

as t h e i r  ’ c r o s s ’ which th e M aster urges them to  

tak e up and follow  him. In s u ffe rin g  th e C h ris tia n  

sees not meaningless m isery but a t e s t  and w itness  

to  h is  f a i t h .  y

But th e id ea o f su ffe rin g  as a t e s t  o f f a i th  

acq u ires  a s p e c ia l  im portance in  Islam . The Koran 

makes t h is  q u ite  e x p l i c i t :

S urely  we w ill  t e s t  you w ith  

something o f fe a r  and o f hunger, 

and o f  lo s s  o f  w ealth and l iv e s  

and produce: y e t give goodi

t id in g s  to  th e  p a tie n t , who

when calam ity  a f f l i c t s  them

say , ’ We belong to  God and to
1him we are  re tu rn in g ’ 
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S u fferin g  i s  thus n ecessary  as p a rt o f God's 

planning. I t  helps to  c r e a te  a f a i th f u l  c h a ra c te r  

and d iscrim in ates  th e  f a i th f u l  from th e  in sin ce re  

and f a l s e .  S u fferin g  i s  th e instrum ent o f God in  

te s t in g  man's p e rfe c tio n . I f  f a i th f u l ly  observed  

i t  lead s to  a cq u itta n ce  in  th e  f in a l  reckoning of  

3in s  by God. S u fferin g  in  a way lead s to  l i f e .  I t  

i s  th e re fo re  commendable to  expose o n e se lf  w illin g ly  

to  su ffe rin g  in  th e  cause o f God. As a t r i a l ,  

su ffe rin g  b e n e fits  th e  subm issive person by produ­

cin g  o f him a balanced c h a r a c te r .

The in stru m en tal th eory  su ggests as w ell th a t
2

man can employ su ffe rin g  to  combat o r r e s i s t  e v i l .  

SUFFERING AS DIVINE PUNISHMENT:------------------------------------------------------- y

Perhaps th e  commonest and sim p lest answer

to  th e 'why' question o f s u ffe rin g  i s  th a t  su ffe rin g

i s  th e  ju s t  punishment f o r  w ickedness. In  th e

Hebrew B ib le  t h is  idea i s  e x p l i c i t l y  started*

Happy i s  th e v ir to u s  man, fo r  
he w ill  feed on f r u i t  o f h is  
deeds;
Woe to  th e  wicked, e v i l  i s  on 
him, he w ill  be t re a te d  as h is  
a c tio n s  deserve**■ *.

This exp lan ation  sp rin gs d i r e c t l y  from th e  

covenants o f th e  people w ith God. According to  

th e se  th e  I s r a e l i t e s  a re  supposed to  be v ir tu o u s
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and law -abid ing . The breach o f th e  covenant c a l l s  

f o r  p u n itive  measures from God, But th e  idea o f  

su ffe rin g  a3 punishment f o r  s in  only reach es i t s  

f u l l  development in  Deuteronomy. In  Deuteronomy 

th e  s to ry  o f s u ffe rin g  i 3  th e  s to ry  o f s in . The 

Deuteronomic h is to r ia n  t e l l s  th e  s to ry  o f  th e  

kings o f  I s r a e l  and Judah in  term s o f reward and 

punishment. In  th e  case  o f Job h is  s o -c a lle d  

com forters make a s im ila r  in feren ce  from su ffe rin g  

to  g u i l t .  But th e re  aro se  a se rio u s  o b je ctio n  to  

t h is  view -  th a t  i t  was not s t r i c t l y  t r u e . I t  i s  

not always th e  case  th a t  th e innocent prosper while  

th e  wicked s u f f e r . I t  i s  known th a t  Job was a 

virtuous and u prigh t man. l e t  God allowed him to  

s u f fe r  unhold p e rse cu tio n s . Jerem iah, th e  prophet 

o f God was exposed to  su ffe rin g  f o r  no obvious 

reaso n . He h im self d eclared  h is  puzzlem ent.^ In  

reward fo r  h is  fa ith fu ln e s s  to  th e word o f  God he 

rece iv ed  nothing but s u ffe rin g  and in s u l t .  The b est 

he could do was to  advance an ap o caly p tic  e x p la n a ti­

on -  th e hope th a t  sometimes in  th e  fu tu re  a 

r e c o n c il ia t io n  would be reached through a new 

covenant, a  new c re a tio n .

A c e n tra l  notion  in  C h r is t ia n ity  with i t s

focu s on th e Cross i s  th a t  s u ffe rin g  could acq u ire

redemptive s ig n if ic a n c e . At th e  le v e l  of popular
1 0
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b e l ie f  su ffe rin g  as punishment and evidence o f

g u i l t  i s  q uite  re c u rre n t . C h ris t h im self, however,

in s tru c te d  h is  d is c ip le s  not to  th in k  th a t  th e

people on whom th e  tower o f Siloam f e l l  must have5
been p a r t ic u la r ly  wicked.

C h ris tia n  f a i th  fu rth e r  reg ard s s u ffe rin g  as  

a n ecessary  p a r t ic ip a tio n  in  th e p rocess o f growth. 

C h rist in  h i3 human form s e t  th e example when he 

chose to  s u f fe r  and d ie on th e  c r o s s . The C h r is t ia ­

n s , tak in g  t h e i r  h in t from th e ir  M aster accep t  

s u ffe rin g  as n ecessary  f o r  t h e i r  s p i r i tu a l  develop­

ment.

The Koran a lso  o f fe rs  th e  exp lan ation  o f  

su ffe rin g  as punishment from God. This id ea i s  

p a r t ic u la r ly  w ell shown in  th e  legendary b afttles o f  

Uhud and Badr. In th e  second y ear o f ’ H ijra*  a 

sm all muslin fo rc e  won a notable v ic to r y  a g a in st a 

much la r g e r  Meccan army. The b e e tle  o f Badr became 

f o r  th e Muslims a v in d ica tio n  o f t h e i r  f a i th  and 

t r u s t  in  God. But in  th e  follow ing y ear th e  

Meccans d e c is iv e ly  d efeated  th e  Muslims a t  Uhud.

This d efeat was a ttr ib u te d  to  a few in d iv id u als  in  

th e  Muslim s o c ie ty  who had slackened th e i r  f a i th  in  

A llah . V icto ry  was thus seen as reward and d efeat  

as punishment. But though th e Koran giv es us th e  

im pression o f  s u ffe rin g  as punishment, i t  a ls o  warns
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th e  f a i th f u l  not to  assume th a t  whenever they see  

a f f l i c t i o n s  th ey a ls o  see s in .

"There i s  no blemish in  th e  b lin d , 
and th e re  i s  no blemish in  th e  lame, 
and th e re  i s  no blemish in  th e  s ick

FREE WILL AND SUFFERING:

In t h e i s t i c  re lig io n s  a g re a t d eal o f su ffe rin g  

and e v i l  i s  explained away in  term s o f fre e  w il l .

God cre a te d  human beings w ith a f r e e  w ill  to  choose 

r ig h t  or wrong. Moral e v i l  and th e  su ffe rin g  th a t  

r e s u lts  from i t  i s  to  be explained as th e  misuse 

o f th e  freedom thus endowed in  human b eings.

Judaism makes very  l i t t l e  use o f th e fre e  

w ill  argument in  ju s tify in g  th e  ways o f God io 
man. N either th e  Hebrew b ib le  nor th e  rab b is p lace  

any emphasis on th e  question o f f r e e  w i l l .  And y e t  

t h e i r  teach in g s about d ivin e punishment and divine  

fo rg iv en ess presuppose a f r e e  w i l l .

How could God punish an in d ivid u al unless  

th a t  in d ivid u al had f r e e ly  chosen to  do th e  wrong 

th in g  in stead  o f what was r ig h t?  M orality  and 

v ir tu e  presuppose freedom o f c h o ice . Judaism was 

conscious o f th e  in d iv id u a l^  freedom to  obey o r to  

re b e l . I t  was on th e p resu p p osition  o f th is  f r e e ­

dom th a t  i t s  stro n g  e th ic a l  sense re s te d .
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In  C h r is t ia n ity , Satan i s  seen to  have f a l le n  

out o f  favour w ith God because he misused h is  fre e  

w ill*  Adam and Eve brought m isery in to  th e  world 

by a c tin g  f r e e ly  in  succumbing t o  S atan ’ s 

tem ptations* The ro le  o f human freedom a f t e r  th e  

f a l l ,  however, i s  not unanimously recognised  by 

a l l  C h ris tia n s . Such C h ris tia n  th in k ers  as  

S t . Augustine and John C alvin accep t f r e e  ch o ice  in  

exp lain in g  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  th e  f a l l .  They argue, 

however, th a t  a f t e r  th e  f a l l ,  mankind i s  rendered  

hopeless u n ti l  God in terv en es to  r e s to r e  man to  

freedom. M artin Luther and Erqsmus had f ie r c e  

c o n tro v e rs ie s  over th is  issu e  a t  th e  period o f  

Reform ation.

The answer given by Thomas Aquinas in  fche 

medieval period  i s  s t i l l  h ighly  regarded by mo3t 

contemporary C h ris tia n s . His b asic  so lu tio n  to  th e  

problem o f  e v i l  i s  th a t  God:

"p erm its c e r ta in  d e fe c ts  in  p a r t ic u la r  
e f f e c t s ,  th a t  th e  p e rfe c t  good o f  th e  
u n iverse may not be hindered; f o r  i f  a l l  
e v i l  were p resen t much good would be 
absent from th e  u n iv erse"?

According to  th is  view, God perm its th e  misuse o f  

freedom. This must be th e  case  because i f  he were 

to  prevent t h is  misuse th e re  would be no fre e
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p erson al c re a tu re s  to  le a rn  to  love and respond to  

t h e i r  c r e a to r .  Wickedness then i s  th e  p erv ersio n  

o f th e  w ill  from th e  c r e a to r  by means o f  wrong 

c h o ice .

Since th e  Koran a ls o  speaks o f s u ffe rin g  as  

d ivin e punishment th e  im p lica tio n  i s  th a t  God has 

given men th e freedom to  obey or disobey.

But in  th e  Muslim b e l ie f  th e  omnipotence 

and so v ereig n ty  o f  God lead s to  d eterm in i3t and 

p re d e stin a ria n  view s. This i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  tru e  o f  

th e  t r a d i t io n a l  Mohammedanism. The S u fi m ystics on 

th e  o th er hand have a more p o s itiv e  d o ctrin e  o f  

f r e e  w i l l .  The id ea o f f r e e  w il l  however was never 

taken very f a r  in  Moslem th eo lo g y .

"/
AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGIONS

5 . MISTICAL POWER AND EVIL:

The problem o f e v i l  in  th e  A frican  t r a d i t io n a l  

thought i s  alm ost e x c lu s iv e ly  explained in  term s o f  

m y stica l power. Most o f th e  su ffe rin g  and mis­

fo rtu n es th a t  th e A frican  encounters i s  explained  

in  term s o f w itc h c r a f t , tab oo, s o rc e ry  and e v i l  

s p i r i t s .

What E v an s-P ritch ard  say3 about w itc h c ra ft

/
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among th e  Azande i s  g e n e ra lly  tru e  o f most peoples

o f A fr ic a . W itch craft provides a n a tu ra l philosophy

by which th e Azande exp lain  th e r e la t io n  between

men and th e u nfortu n ate events th a t  b e f a l l  them.

W itch craft permeates th e whole l i f e  o f th e Azande,

as P ritch a rd  c le a r ly  shows.

" I t  (w itc h c r a f t)  p lays i t s  p a rt in  
every a c t i v i t y  of Zande l i f e *  in  
a g r ic u l tu r a l ,  f is h in g , and hunting 
p u rs u its ; in  domestic l i f e  of  
homesteads as w ell as in  communal
l i f e  of d i s t r i c t  and c o u rt ; -----
i t s  in flu en ce i s  p la in ly  stamped 
on law and m orals, e tiq u e tte  and 
r e l ig io n , i t  i s  prim ordial in
language and technology -----, i f
b lig h t s e iz e s  th e ground-nut crop  
i t  i3  w itc h c r a f t ; i f  th e  ground i s  
v ain ly  scoured fo r  game i t  i s
w itc h c r a f t ; ----- i f  a w ife i s  sulky and
irre sp o n siv e  to  her husband i t  i s  
w itc h c r a f t , i f  a p rin ce  i s  cold  and 4 
d is ta n t w ith h is  su b je cts  i t  i s  /
w itc h c r a f t ; i f  a m agical r i t e  f a i l s  
to  achieve i t s  purpose i t  i s  w itc h c r a f t ;  
i f  in  f a c t  any f a i lu r e  or m isfortune f a l l s  
upon anyone a t  any tim e and in  r e la t io n  
to  any o f th e manifold a c t i v i t i e s  o f h is  
l i f e  i t  may be due to  w i t c h c r a f t ." 8

P ro fe sso r M biti makes a s im ila r  claim  regarding

th e  power of magic in  th e b e lie f s  o f th e  A frican

s o c ie t ie s }

"Every form o f p ain , m isfortu ne, 
sorrow , or su ffe rin g  every i l ln e s s
and s ick n e ss , every death -----  every
f a i lu r e  o f th e crop in  th e f i e l d s ,  
o f hunting in  th e w ild ern ess, or  
fish in g  in  th e w ater; every bad omen
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o r dream? th ese  and a l l  th e  
o th er m an ifesta tio n s o f e v il  
th a t  man exp erien ces a re  
blamed on somebody in  th e  
co rp o ra te  s o c ie ty . N atural 
exp lan ation s may indeed be 
found, but m y stica l q
exp lan ation s must a ls o  be given .

In A frican  T ra d itio n a l R elig io n s w itc h c ra f t  

i s  seen as th e  major cause o f s u ffe rin g , though i t  

i s  not th e only one. But in  exp lain in g  e v i l  in  

term s o f w itc h c ra f t  th e A frican s a re  not as naive  

as to  account f o r  th e  e x is te n ce  o f phenomena o r  

even th e a c tio n  o f phenomena in  term s o f m y stica l  

cau satio n  a lo n e . E v an s-P ritch ard  n a rra te s  th e  

s to ry  o f a boy who while walking in  th e  c e n tre  of  

a bush path knocked h is  fo o t ag a in st a sm all stump 

o f wood. The boy hurt h is  to e  and in  th e (bourse o f  

tim e th e  wound grew w orse. The boy a ttr ib u te d  h is  

bad luck to  w itc h c r a f t . In  h is  co n v ersatio n  w ith  

t h is  boy, E v an s-P ritch ard  observed a few im portant 

f a c t s .  The boy did not account f o r  th e e x is te n ce  

o f th e  stump by re fe re n ce  to  w itc h c r a f t . He did not 

even in sin u ate  th a t  every tim e anyone knocked h is  

fo o t a g a in st a stump o f wood i t  was due to  w itch cr­

a f t .  He adm itted th a t  th e cu t on h is  to e  was due 

to  th e  stump o f wood and not to  w itc h c r a f t . How 

then could he claim  w itc h c ra f t  as resp o n sib le  f o r  

h is  luck?

/
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For th e young boy w itc h c ra f t  was c o n stitu te d  

in  th e  f a c t  th a t  on t h is  p a r t ic u la r  occasion  he 

s tru ck  h is  to e  a g a in st a stump. Many tim es he had 

walked along s im ila r  paths and had not hurt h is  

to e .  Why was i t  th a t  on t h is  p a r t ic u la r  o cca sio n , 

having e x e rc ise d  h is  usual c a r e , he had n ev erth eless  

hurt h is  to e ?

Again, in  th e  p a s t , he had o th er cu ts  but they  

had a l l  healed q u ite  f a s t .  Why in  th is  p a r t ic u la r  

case  did th e cu t on h is  to e  continue to  f e s t e r ?  In  

h is  (th e  boy’ s )  opinion th ese  p e c u lia r  con d ition s  

demand an exp lan ation  and th e  only exp lan ation  which 

s a t i s f ie d  th e se  questions was w itc h c r a f t .

This example re v e a ls  an im portant fu n ctio n  o f  

w itc h c r a f t . I t  exp lain s th e  p a r t ic u la r  con d ition s  

in  a chain o f cau satio n  which r e l a t e  an in d ivid u al 

to  n a tu ra l happenings in  such a way th a t  he su sta in s  

in ju ry . W itch craft exp lain s not " how** th in g s happen, 

but " why” th ey happen as th ey  do. Why did th a t  

stump o f wood h urt th e  to e  o f th e  p a r t ic u la r  boy and 

not th ose o f h is  fr ie n d s?  Why did i t  h urt h is  to e  

on t h is  p a r t ic u la r  occasio n  and not a t  any o th er  

tim e? Why was h is  to e  hurt by t h is  p a r t ic u la r  

stump and not by any o th er?  The answer to  th ese  

questions i s  w itc h c r a f t .
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Now, o f  co u rse , we xaay think  th a t  th e se  a re  

r e a l l y  stu p id  q u estio n s. We may answer th a t  th e  

answer to  th e se  questions i s  q u ite  obvious. The 

only exp lan ation  which s a t i s f i e s  th e  re la tio n s h ip  

between th e se  otherw ise independently caused f a c t s  

i s  t h e i r  co in cid en ce in  tim e and sp ace . But in  th e  

A frican  thought t h is  answer i s  vague and u n s a tis ­

f a c to r y . The id ea o f f a te  o r coin cid en ce i s  a l ­

to g e th e r  u n accep tab le . Nothing i s  ever l e f t  to  

co in cid en ce . Every occu rren ce has a co n cre te  reason  

o r e ls e  i t  would not happen a t  a l l .  To frame i t  in  

th e  Western mode, co in cid en ce was not a s u f f ic ie n t  

reason  f o r  any o ccu rren ce .

In  th e  co n te x t o f  s u ffe r in g , w itc h c ra f t  

c o n s titu te d  th e  only p la u sib le  and mo3t s a t i s f a c to r y  

exp lan atio n . Only th e  n otion  o f  w itc h c ra f t  s a t i s ­

f a c t o r i l y  explained th e  "why" o f th in g s in  t r a d i t i ­

onal r e l ig io n s . N atural cause was recogn ised  but 

w itc h c ra f t  provided th e  u ltim ate  exp lan atio n .

Another sou rce o f  su ffe rin g  which i 3 much 

dreaded in  A frican  s o c ie t ie s  i s  th e  p r a c tic e  o f  

s o rc e ry . S orcery  i s  th e  a n t i - s o c i a l  use o f  m y stica l  

power where th e  s o r c e r e r  aims a t  harming innocent 

p eop le. S o rc e re rs  ta p  t h i s  power to  harm o r  

d estro y  t h e i r  enemies and t h e i r  p ro p erty . The 

p r a c tic e  o f  s o rc e ry  i s  a  r e s u l t  o f  man's w ickedness.
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I t  i s  a r e s u lt  o f human je a lo u sy , h a tre d , f e a r ,  

in s e c u r ity , o r su sp icio n . The s o rc e re r  i s  b elieved  

to  be resp o n sib le  fo r  much o f th e  i l l n e s s ,  a c c id e n ts ,  

t ra g e d ie s , sorrow s, unhappy m y steries and dangers 

th a t  a re  encountered in  d a ily  l i f e .  The s o rc e re r  

w ill  use h is  powers to  b rin g about f a i lu r e  in  

another man’ s business o r undertakings, to  corru p t  

le g a l  procedure, to  s p o il  a man’ s happiness and to  

in te r f e r e  w ith h is  fam ily ’ s w e lfa re .

To combat th e  power o f  so rc e ry  men norm ally  

tu rn  to  good m agic. Whereas so rce ry  and magic a re  

used a g a in st men who have not broken any law or  

moral r u le s , good magic i s  only e f f e c t iv e  when 

d ire c te d  a g a in st th ose who have committed a crim e.

I t  i s  o ften  employed to  combat w itc h c r a f t , so rce ry  

and a g a in st d ise a s e . Good magic i s  th e  m an ip ulati­

on o f m y stica l power fo r  th e good o f s o c ie ty . I t  

i s  used to  bring about su ccess  in  a l l  f ie ld s  o f  

s o c ia l  l i f e .  The A frican s w il l  seek good magic fo r  

sexu al potency, fo r  su ccess  in  love a f f a i r s ,  to  

ob tain  more w ives, f o r  a s a fe  journey, to  reg ain  

s to le n  p ro p erty , fo r  p eace, f o r  th e  h ea lth  o f  

c h ild re n , to  avenge hom icide, a d u lte ry , t h e f t ,  and 

f o r  p ro te c tio n  from a l l  e v i l .

/
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EVIL AS PUNISHMENT:

Many A frican s b eliev e  th a t  God i s  th e  g iv e r  

and upholder o f m o ra lity . In  t h is  l ig h t  many mis­

fo rtu n es th a t  b e fa ll  in d ivid u al persons o r s o c ie ty  

a t  la rg e  a re  in te rp re te d  as evidence o f  breach o f  

m o ra lity . But God i s  not in  many s o c ie t ie s  seen  

to  op erate  d i r e c t l y .  His punishment i s  executed  

through th e  s p i r i t s  and th e liv in g y -d ead  and in  t a ­

boos.

Though God i s  u ltim a te ly  th e  g iv e r  o f mora­

l i t y  he i s  not seen as being d i r e c t l y  involved in  

th e  day-^o-day running o f i t .  I t  i s  th e a n ce sto rs  

in  p a r t ic u la r  who are  seen as p o lic in g  th e d a ily  

running o f s o c ie ty . They are  consequently th ^ r e a l  

cu stod ian s o f m o rality  and ord er in  s o c ie ty .

They a re  d i r e c t ly  in te re s te d  in  th e a f f a i r s  

o f th e  fam ily , th e t r a d i t io n a l  e th ic s  and th e gene- 

a l  a c t i v i t i e s  o f th e  community. One o f th e  most 

im portant d u ties  o f  th e  l iv in g  i s  to  see th a t  th e  

b u ria l and mourning cerem onies fo r  th e  dead a re  

p rop erly  conducted. F a ilu re  to  observe th e  f in a l  

r i t e s  o f  th e dead may lead  to  revenge in  th e  forms 

of sick n ess and m isfortune in clu din g frequ en t and 

d istu rb in g  appearances of th e  deceased. F a ilu re  to  

obey th e in s tru c tio n s  given by th e  liv in g -d ead
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b efore t h e i r  death w ill  provoke t h e i r  anger and c a l l  

f o r  punishment. So to o  w ill  th e n egligen ce to  give  

food and l ib a tio n  where t h is  i s  req u ired .

An a d d itio n a l means o f  re in fo rc in g  m o rality  

i s  th e tab oo . D ifferen t s o c ie t ie s  have d if fe re n t  

a c tio n s  which they b eliev e  should be re fra in e d  from 

because t h e i r  performance would cause an undesired  

event or in te r f e r e  w ith a d esired  ev en t. There a re  

c e r ta in  m isfortunes which a re  not explained away 

as being caused by w itc h c r a f t . I f  a man develop© 

lep ro sy  and i t  i s  known th a t  he has a t  some tim e  

p ra c tic e d  in c e s t  then in c e s t  and not w itc h c ra f t  i s  

sa id  to  be th e  cause o f le p ro sy . S im ila rly , i f  a 

c h ild  becomes s ic k  and i t  i s  known th a t  i t s  p aren ts
y

have had sexu al r e la t io n s  before i t  was weaned, th e  

cause o f  death i s  th e breach o f th e  taboo and not 

w itc h c r a f t .

In  th is  re s p e c t even though punishment comes 

from w ithout th e  in d ivid u al i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  th e  

in d ivid u al i s  to  blame fo r  a l l  h is  s u ffe r in g s . The 

cause o f  h i3 su ffe rin g  i s  not th e  l iv in g  dead o r th e  

s p i r i t s  or even God. I t  i s  th e  in d ivid u al h im self  

who by breaking th e moral code o f s o c ie ty  c a l l s  fo r  

su ffe rin g  on h is  own person.
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CHAPTER YI 

CONCLUSION

In th e  fo re -g o in g  ch ap ters we have examined 

some th e o rie s  which attem pt to  exp lain  away r e l ig io n .  

In th e  cou rse o f doing so we have reached c e r ta in  

con clu sion s which are  p e rtin e n t to  th e  present 

endeavour. We s h a ll  now t r y  to  s ta t e  th ese  co n clu s i­

ons and show how th ey could co n trib u te  to  our 

understanding o f th e  r id d le  o f fa ith -re a s o n  r e la t io n ­

sh ip .

I t  seems th a t  th e  fa ith -re a s o n  problem a r is e s  

and i s  e s ca la te d  by two main f a c to r s  -  (a )  misunder­

standing o f th e  claim s o f  r e l ig io n , (b) c e r ta in
*/

o v ersig h t on th e p a rt o f th e  c r i t i c s  o f r e l ig io n .  

These f a c to r s  become e s p e c ia lly  m isleading when we 

compare re lig io n s  claim s w ith th ose o f o th er s o c ia l  

in s t i tu t io n s .  In our f i r s t  C hapter, f o r  in s ta n ce , 

we intended to  show th a t  th e re  i s  a sense in  which 

r e l ig io n  i3  comparable to  m o rality  and p o l i t i c s .

Like them, th e claim s o f re l ig io n  do admit o f  

r a t io n a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  What we did not mention in  

th a t  C hapter, however, i s  th e f a c t  th a t  in  s p ite  o f  

th is  s im ila r i ty  th e re  e x is t s  a fundamental d iffe re n ce  

between th e  adherents o f re lig io u s  b e lie f s  and th ose  

o f p o l i t i c a l ,  moral o r s c i e n t i f i c  th e o r ie s . The
4 0
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d iffe re n c e  c o n s is ts  in  th e b e lie v e rs*  a t t i tu d e  

towards t h e i r  b e l ie f s .

The adherents o f m oral, p o l i t i c a l  and s c i e n t i ­

f i c  th e o rie s  regard  th e i r  b e lie f s  as mere te n ta t iv e  

hypotheses dependent f o r  t h e i r  te n a b i l i ty  on 

em p irical co n firm ation . The valu es o f th ese  th e o rie s  

are  determined by th e  t e s t  o f exp erien ce . The good 

th eory  i s  recogn ised  by i t s  r e s u l t s .  I f  a hypothesis  

worKs i t  i s  upheld; i f  i t  f a i l s  to  y ie ld  s a t i s f a c to r y  

r e s u l t s ,  i t  must be discard ed  and another taken up 

in  th e  p la ce . In  s h o rt , th ese  th e o rie s  a re  lim ited  

by co n d itio n s . This however i s  not th e case  with  

f a i t h .

R elig io u s f a i th  i s  an u ncon ditional commitment. 

Having f a i th  in  God means f a r  more than simply 

b eliev in g  c e r ta in  f a c t s  about Him. At th e very  

minimum i t  in clu d es b e liev in g  th a t  God w ill  keep h is  

"word" or prom ises r e la t in g  to  th e b e lie v e r* s  

w e lfa re . Having f a i t h  in  God means en tm istin g one­

s e l f  to  Him. F a ith  in  God i s  an acknowledgement o f  

our need fo r  Him. In f a i t h ,  th e  b e lie v e r  acknow­

ledges th a t  God alone has something th a t  th e  

b e lie v e r  d esp ara te ly  needs and w ithout which he i 3 

a " l o s t "  man. This "som ething" i s  v a rio u sly  r e f e r ­

red to  as " s a lv a tio n "  o r " l i b e r a t i o n " .  In f a i t h ,  

man, unable to  save o r - l ib e r a te  h im self tu rn s  towards
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God and from Him seeks d e liv e ra n ce , l ib e r a t io n ,  

s a lv a tio n . In  re tu rn , th e  b e lie v e r  wholly and 

u n con d itio n ally  surren ders h im self to  h is  " l i b e r a t o r " ,  

"s a v io u r " , "red eem er". The tru e  b e lie v e r  thus c lin g 3 

to  h l3  b e l ie f  in  God no m atter what happens to  him o r  

to  o th e rs . In  h is  a d v e rs ity , p ro s p e rity , happiness 

o r m isery he abides by h i3  f a i t h .  This t o t a l  and 

u ncon ditional re s ig n a tio n  o f  th e  b e lie v e r  to  h is  

God i s  nowhere b e t te r  p ortrayed  than in  th e  b ib le  

where Job in  th e  fa c e  o f a l l  th e  odds stubbornly  

c r i e s  o u t, "Though he s la y  me, y e t w ill  I  t r u s t  

in  him ". I t  i s  th e  u ncon ditional Commitment o f  th e  

re l ig io u s  person th a t  lead s P ro fe sso r Anthony Flew 

to  conclude th a t  re lig io u s  claim s a s s e r t  nothing s in -
y

ce  they a re  c o n sis te n t w ith a l l  p o ssib le  s e ts  o f  

c o n d itio n s .^

I t  may seem 3tran ge but th e re l ig io u s  b e lie v e r  

i 3  d riven  by h is  u n con d ition al commitment to  ru le  

out th e  p o s ib i l i ty  th a t  any circu m stance might a r is e  

which would compel th e  in d ivid u al to  g ive up h is  

p resen t b e l ie f  in  favour o f  an o th er. There a re  o f  

cou rse some b e lie v e rs  who *lo se*  f a i t h  o r  a re  

•converted* to  o th er id e o lo g ie s . These a re  not th e  

s o r t  o f  persons we have in  mind when we speak o f  

u n con ditional commitment.

The id ea  o f  u ncon ditional commitment doe3 r a is e

/
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a problem o f apparent c o n f l i c t .  U nconditional f a i th  

smems to  suggest th a t  f a i th  i s ,  not i t s e l f  based on 

reaso n , f o r  i f  i t  were i t  would then th r iv e  o r d ie  

w ith reaso n . I f  f a i th  were based on reason  we would 

exp ect th a t  th e b e lie v e r  would c lin g  to  h is  f a i th  

only so long as i t  conformed to  th e  te n e ts  o f reaso n . 

In th a t  case f a i t h  would be conditioned by reaso n .

But th e b e lie v e r  w ill  not admit any s e t  o f con d ition s  

to  gainsay h is  f a i t h .  I t  i s  th e  b e l ie v e r 's  p e r s i s t ­

ent re fu s a l  to  accep t evidence a g a in st h is  b e l ie f  

th a t  g en erates c o n f l i c t  between f a i th  and reaso n .

This s itu a tio n  i s  sometimes taken to  mean th a t  reason  

and f a i th  a re  m utually incom patible.

In  th e  th e o rie s  examined in  th is  th e s is  

Mreason” i s  re a d ily  id e n tif ia b le  w ith th a t  wtfich i s  

c le a r ly  s ta te d , e a s i ly  reco g n ised , and commonly 

accep ted . Whatever f a i l s  to  meet th is  requirem ents  

f a l l s  sh o rt o f reaso n . Since re l ig io u s  claim s a re  

n e ith e r  c le a r ly  3 ta te d  nor e a s ily  recognised  (a t  

l e a s t  accord in g  to  th e s c e p t ic s )  r e l ig io n  i s  seen to  

be way 3h ort o f reaso n .

I t  seems however, th a t  th is  kind o f  a tta c k  on 

re l ig io n  i s  not q u ite  f a i r .  The f a i lu r e  on th e  p a rt  

o f th e  b e lie v e r  to  have f u l l  and e x p l ic i t  understand­

ing o f h is  r a t io n a l  b a*is  o f  h is  b e l ie f  does not

render th a t  b e l ie f  u n in te l l ig ib le . No b e lie v e r  can
1 0
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p o ssib ly  understand everyth ing about h is  f a i t h .  One 

may not always see very c le a r ly  what he b eliev es  

and h is  judgements may o ften  be a ffe c te d  by one’ s 

fe e lin g s  and u n certa in  purposes. I t  would be mis­

lead in g  to  th ink  o f a b e lie v e r  as th a t  person who 

i s  b eset w ith c le a r ,  s ta b le  and unambigous circum ­

s ta n c e s . On th e  c o n tra ry , th e  b e lie v e r  i s  fo r  most 

tim es faced  w ith danger, doubts and f r u s t r a t io n s .

The in a b i l i ty  to  understand everyth ing about 

ones f a i t h ,  to  exp ress c le a r ly  and e a s ily  what one 

b e lie v e s , lead s th e  b e lie v e r to  exp ressin g  h im self  

by re fe re n ce  to  h is  own su b je ctiv e  exp erien ces . He 

can only ta lk  o f h is  own co n v ic tio n s . And th ese  

exp erien ces and in te r p r e ta tio n s  d i f f e r  from re lig io n  

to  re l ig io n  and from b e lie v e r  to  b e lie v e r . /But what 

does th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  b e lie v e r  i s  in cap able o f  

complete v erb al exp ression  o f h is  f a i t h  mean? For 

Freud and Marx th is  in a b i l i ty  i s  an in d ic a tio n  of  

th e  u n in te l l i g i b i l i t y  o f  f a i t h .  This may w ell be.

We wish to  poin t out here though, th a t  th is  i s  not 

th e only im p lica tio n .

The more l ik e ly  im p lica tio n  to  our mind, i s  

th a t  th e b e l ie v e r 's  problem exp ressin g  h is  own 

f a i th  c le a r ly  and e a s ily  is due to  th e  more b asic  

in a b i l i ty  to  encompass a l l  a sp e cts  o f h is  f a i t h .

This f a c t o r ,  coupled with th e  e s s e n t ia l ly  non-
4 0
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em p irical and u n teatab le  n ature o f re lig io u s  cla im s, 

i s  resp on sib le  f o r  th e  b e l ie v e r 's  incom plete  

exp ression  of f a i th .

This lead s us to  another im portant conside­

r a t io n . In  our attem pt to  understand th e b e l ie v e r 's  

f a i th  we must accep t th e b e lie v e rs  account of h is  

exp erien ce . I t  i s  im possible fo r  U3 to  know th e  

v a l id i ty  o f what th e b e lie v e r  claim s as h is  e x p e rie ­

n ce. But th e f a c t  th a t we ou rselves do not share  

th e b e l ie v e r 's  exp erien ce doe3 not mean th a t  i t  i s  

th e re fo re  i r r e le v a n t .  Our s ta r t in g  point must be 

th en , th e accep tan ce of th e o th er p erso n 's  exp erien ce . 

Once we have accep ted  th is  we should then proceed to  

fin d  out not whether we a re  convinced by th e  o th er  

p erso n 's  f a i t h ,  but whether or not h is  expexjience 

e n t i t l e s  him to  claim  what he does cla im .

The problem fo r  Freud, Marx, Horton and most«
o f th e  a th e is ts  i3  not th a t  they f a i l  to  understand  

th e  claim s o f th e t h e i s t s .  I t  i s  ra th e r  th a t  th ese  

a th e is ts  re fu te  th e  b e lie v e rs*  claim  on th e grounds 

th a t  th e l a t t e r ' s  exp erien ces a re  not convincing  

enough fo r  th e a t h e is t s .  But as we have hinted  e ls e ­

where th is  s o r t  o f reasoning while i t  may be 

excused in  th e  case o f in d ivid u al n o n -b eliev ers , 

doe3 not provide us w ith an im p a rtia l c r i te r io n
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a g a in st which to  judge r e l ig io n . Ju s t because an 

a n th e is t  X is  not convinced about th e  claim s o f a 

c e r ta in  re lig io n , i t  does not fo llow  th a t  th a t  

p a r t ic u la r  re lig io n  i s  f a l s e .  No more so than  i f  a 

c e r ta in  man T refused  to  b eliev e  in  th e  fo rc e  o f  

g ra v ity  because he was not convinced. The point 

here i s  th a t  th ere  i s  no one c r i t e r i o n  by which th e  

t r u th  o r  falsehood o f  r e l ig io n  can be e s ta b lish e d .

I f  a man came up to  you w ith th e  inform ation  

th a t your mother was dead you may o r may not b eliev e  

him. You may choose not to  b e liev e  him on th e  grounds 

th a t  you are  not convinced th a t  your mother could  

p o ssib ly  be dead. Sooner o r l a t e r ,  however, th in g s  

happen to  convince you th a t  your mother i s  r e a l ly  

dead. In  th a t  case  you can not reaso n aly  deny t& at 

your mother i s  r e a l ly  dead. H enceforth,you a re  

convinced o f your mother’ s d eath . Now, what i 3 i t  

th a t  makes you so convinced o f your m other’ s death?  

Perhaps i t  i s  th a t someone whom you t r u s t  more,

(your fa th e r ,b ro th e r , o r  s i s t e r )  confirm s th e  e a r l i e r  

re p o r t . Perhaps you a tten d  your m other’ s fu n eral  

and see f o r  y o u rse lf th a t  she i s  r e a l l y  dead. What­

ever i t  i s  th a t  happens leav es you w ith no doubt a t  

a l l  about th e tru th  o f th e  m a tte r . You a re  ab le to  

v e r ify  o r f a l s i f y  th e  tru th  o f your inform ation  

because i t  i3  "e m p irica lly  v e r i f i a b l e " .  But how can

I
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anyone v e r if y  o r  f a l s i f y  th e  e x is te n ce  o f God? How 

can any b e lie v e r  ever convince an a th e is t  about th e  

v a l id i ty  o f re lig io u s  b e l ie f s ?  I t  cannot be by 

em p irical v e r i f i c a t io n  f o r  i t  i s  im possible to  sm ell, 

s e e , h ear, t a s t e  o r even f e e l  God. How then can 

we show God to  r e a l ly  and t r u l l y  e x is t ?  There i s  

simply no way o f  doing t h i s .  We can only go by th e  

b e lie v e r ’ s exp erien ce , h is  " f e e l in g " ,  h is  c o n v ic tio n . 

The b e lie v e r  cannot con vincin gly  dem onstrate th e  

v a l id i ty  o f h is  f a i t h .

But th e same can be sa id  o f th e  a t h e is t .  The 

a t h e is t ,  tak in g  advantage o f th e  b e lie v e r ’ s d i f f i c u l t  

p o s itio n , goes to  th e o th e r extrem e to  a s s e r t  th a t  

th e re  i s  no God and th a t  a l l  re l ig io u s  claim s are  

m eaningless. But how does th e  a th e is t  him splf know 

t h is ?  How can he dem onstrate th a t  f a i th  has no 

v a lid i ty ?  We have seen Sigmund Freud, K arl Marx 

and Robin Horton t r y  to  w re stle  w ith th is  q u estion .

The e r r o r  committed by th ese  and a l l  a th e is ts  who 

attem pt to  disprove re l ig io n  i s  th a t  th ey t r y  to  

c a rry  out an im possible m ission . This too i s  th e  

reason  why a l l  o f  them  w ithout excep tion  have up to  

d ate f a i le d  to  "con vin ce" th e  b e lie v e r  th a t  h is  claim s  

are  u s e le s s .

We by no means wish . to  b e l i t t l e  th e  e f f o r ts  

o f th ese  g re a t men. They were a l l  men o f  o u tstan d -
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ing ta le n ts  in  t h e i r  s p e c ia l  f ie ld s  but even g re a t  

men have t h e i r  l im i ts .  This i s  what Freud, Marx 

and Horton did not see when they s e t  out upon t h e i r  

am bitious ta sk  o f d isp roving r e l ig io n .

But i t  i s  im portant th a t  i t  be understood th a t  

th e  a t h e is t ,  th e  b e lie v e r , and th e  ag n o stic  a re  a l l  

r ig h t  in  t h e i r  own way. The tru e  a th e is t  i s  th e  man 

who in  a l l  s in c e r i ty  and openness o f  mind fin d s  

no meaning in  God o r  r e l ig io n . In as f a r  as he i s  

convinced th a t  h is  d en ial i s  ju s t i f ie d  by reason  he 

can be said  to  be in te l l e c t u a l l y  h on est. He i s  r ig h t  

in  m aintaining h is  a t t i tu d e  towards r e l ig io n . But 

when once he begins to  re v e l  a tta c k s  ag a in st th ose  

who b eliev e  in  God then he f a i l s  to  re s p e ct th e  

i n te l le c tu a l  honesty o f th ose  o th e rs . Let t&e a th e is t  

deny, th e  b e lie v e r  accep t and th e  ag n o stic  b e. As 

long as each i s  "convinced" w ith reason s he i s  r ig h t ,  

f o r  our reason s w ill  not convince anyone u nless he 

a cce p ts  them.

One word about A frican  T ra d itio n a l R e lig io n s .

I t  i s  a re g re ta b le  f a c t  th a t  th e study o f th e  

"indigenous re lig io n s  o f th e  people o f A frican  remains 

incom plete. A vailable l i t e r a t u r e  on A frican  r e l i g i ­

ons seem to  in d ic a te  th a t  in  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  s e t t in g  

a l l  A frican s b elieved  in  some d e ity  o r  o th e r . I t  i s  

commonly assumed th a t  th e A frican s have always
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b elieved  in  God and th a t  u n b elief i s  a  r e l a t i v e ly  

new phenomenon in  A frican  r e l ig io n s . S ch olars o f  

John M b iti 's  c a l ib r e  seem t o  th in k  th a t  "ath eism " and 

"ag n o sticism 1* a re  a l ie n  to  t r a d i t io n a l  r e l ig io n s .

For th e se  s ch o la rs  th e  question o f  unbelieving  

A frican s does not a r i s e  s in ce  a l l  men knew God and 

b elieved  in  Him from t h e i r  youth . The s o le  excep tion  

to  th is  tren d  o f  thought i s  th e  c o n tro v e rs ia l  

Okot p *B itek  who th in k s th a t  th e re  were c e r ta in  

t r ib e s  in  A fr ic a  who did not b e liev e  in  anything  

th a t  could  reasonably be termed a god.

We a re  not o f  cou rse in  a p o s itio n  to  g ive a 

f in a l  say in  t h is  m a tte r . F in a l i ty  must aw ait 

fu rth e r  re se a rch  in to  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  re l ig io n s  o f  

th e  people o f  t h is  c o n tin e n t. T i l l  then we «rould 

do w ell to  t r e a t  th e  a v a ila b le  d ata  with su sp ic io n . 

Okot p ’ B itek  says "A frica n  d e i t ie s  were used as

m ercenaries in  fo re ig n  b a t t l e s ,  not one o f  which was
2

in  th e  in te r e s t  o f  A frican  p e o p le s" . j f  t h is  i s

tru e  (a s  indeed seems to  b e ) , then  i t  would not be 

d i f f i c u l t  to  3ee what use th e  C h ris tia n  sch o la rs  

who made a study o f  A frican  re l ig io n s  would make o f  

pure theism  in  A fr ic a . They would g lad ly  use t h is  

f a c t  a s  a weapon a g a in st th e  a th e is ts  and a g n o stics  

in  Europe and o th e r c o n tin e n ts . But again  nothing
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can be said  now with any c e r ta in ty . F u rth er re se a rch  

in to  the re lig io n s  o f th e  indigenous A frican s may 

w ell rev eal th a t  th e re  was in  A fric a , as in  a l l  

o th er p arts  o f  th e  w orld, men who did not b eliev e  

in  sup ern atural beings and who regarded b e lie v e rs  

in  d iv in itie s  with nothing but sco rn . I t  i 3 p o ssib le  

th a t  sch o lars  have w ittin g ly  o r otherw ise m isled  

us regarding th e  "p u rity "  o f  theism  in  A frican  

T rad itio n al R e lig io n s .

V
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FOOTNOTES:

1 . See P ro fe sso r Flew*s C ontribu tion  to  th e

Symposium on 

"Theology and F a l s i -  

c a t io n " .

2 .  Okot p’ B ite k , A frican  R elig io n s in

Western S ch o larsh ip .

p. 1 0 2 .
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