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      Introduction

      
      
      
         Moral practice may show all degrees of ethical insight, and ethical theory all degrees
            of metaphysical illumination. What is here maintained is that, ultimately, no ethical
            theory can be adequate without the explicit statement of its metaphysical beliefs.
         

         
         —Dorothy Walsh[1]    
         

         
      

      There is a perennial issue in the history of ethics in general and meta-ethics in
         particular. It concerns the extent to which ethics is dependent upon ontology, what
         has often been referred to as the “is/ought” problem. One can easily appreciate the
         place of the issue in ethics when we cast our minds back to Hume’s Guillotine and
         Moore’s naturalistic fallacy. Hume aptly stated the problem in  A   Treatise   of   Human   Nature  thus,
      

      
      
         In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, I have always remarked,
            that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary ways of reasoning, and establishes
            the being of a God, or makes observations concerning human affairs; when all of a
            sudden I am surprised to find, that instead of the usual copulations of propositions,
            is, and  is   not, I meet with no proposition that is not connected with an  ought, or an  ought   not. This change is imperceptible; but is however, of the last consequence. For as this
            ought, or  ought   not, expresses some new relation or affirmation, 'tis necessary that it should be observed
            and explained; and at the same time that a reason should be given; for what seems
            altogether inconceivable, how this new relation can be a deduction from others, which
            are entirely different from it. But as authors do not commonly use this precaution,
            I shall presume to recommend it to the readers; and am persuaded, that this small
            attention would subvert all the vulgar systems of morality, and let us see, that the
            distinction of vice and virtue is not founded merely on the relations of objects,
            nor is perceived by reason.[2]    
         

         
      

      Hume (with his friends) thus asserts that there is a gap between ethics and ontology
         and that there is no logical justification for any purported connection between them.
         He therefore trivializes any such link between ethics and ontology and any attempt
         to bridge the gap between the “is” and the “ought”. 
      

      
       The problem with the complete severing of the “is” from the “ought” is that of the
         validation of ethical principles found in the sphere of normative ethics, since much
         of what needs to be said in the validation of moral norms proceeds from statements
         about our being, statements about what is. In order not to fall into the trap of moral
         scepticism and non-cognitivism, there is the need to take the link between ethics
         and ontology more seriously. This has resulted in the divergent views of ethical naturalism.
         For these ones, the link between ethics and ontology is not merely a historical accident
         but a real necessity which is made palpable in the history of ethics. 
      

      
      Dorothy Walsh points out one of the strong reasons why the link is intrinsic: the
         fact of ethical relativism. Ethical diversity in the history of thought can best be
         understood as resulting from the diversity in metaphysical doctrines which implies
         the need to take such doctrines more seriously in understanding normative moral principles.[3]     Furthermore, if ethics is intrinsically concerned with a moral agent’s action,
         one cannot explain such action completely devoid of his her ontological status or
         metaphysical realities. In the words of Walsh,
      

      
      
         The necessity for this lies in the fact that the moral agent, considered merely as
            such, is a paradoxical and contradictory being. Such a being is in actuality less
            than he ought to be, yet in possibility he must already be everything that he ought
            to be. His nature cannot be made intelligible without raising, at the very least,
            the question of possibility and actuality in relation to reality. This leads one to
            the heart of meta-physical discourse. Furthermore, there is a fact concerning the
            moral agent, generally admitted by all ethical theories, which requires the consideration
            of this abstracted aspect of the self in relation to the complete concrete self. The
            moral role is a requirement.[4]    
         

         
      

      A protracted debate is therefore established between those who contend that the gap
         between the “is” and the “ought” should be maintained and those who contend that such
         a gap should be bridged. However, it is fundamental that the issue of the link between
         ethics and ontology, be it trivial or interesting, is recognized in ethics and effort
         is continually made by ethicists to strengthen or weaken such a link based on the
         available evidences.
      

      
       In the quest to understand and elucidate the moral systems of cultures, a vital aspect
         of the philosophy of culture, scholars are often preoccupied with the normative and
         applied aspects of cultures with little concern for the meta-ethics, or the basis
         of justification of such moral systems found within cultures. African ethics is a
         case in mind. Many of the literatures available on African ethics focus mainly on
         the normative and applied aspect of African ethics. Generally African normative ethics
         is commonly described as an ethics of brotherhood, a communitarian or a communalistic
         ethics. This is then applied to social, political, economic, and health issues. However,
         little is said about African meta-ethics.
      

      
       The present volume is thus intended to examine critically an under-theorized and
         often neglected meta-ethical issue in philosophical discourse with particular reference
         to Africa. This issue concerns the extent to which one’s orientation of being, or
         idea of what-is—be it as an individual or a group of persons—does, or should, determine
         one’s concept of the good. In other words, to what extent is ethics, or our idea of
         what is permissible or impermissible, grounded on ideas of what fundamentally exists
         or what it means to be? The aim of this collection of chapters, with some emphasis
         on an African philosophical context, is to establish more firmly and vigorously whether
         there is an intrinsic link between ontology and morality, that is, whether, and if
         so, how, the proper norms for human actions can be explained and validated once we
         make lucid ideas about metaphysical topics such as human nature, community, relationality,
         and spirituality.
      

      
       Thus, we bring together this current volume, understanding well that the prevailing
         Western tradition of ethical discourse privileges the discrimination of the moral
         “ought” as the incidence of normative reasoning, arguing that there is an impossibility
         of generating an “ought” from an “is,” or what is often regarded in the scholarship
         as the fact/value dichotomy or, in describing those who deign to derive the “ought”
         from the “is” as persons who commit what is known as the naturalistic fallacy; in
         the process there is a dichotomy created between existence, as practice, and theoretical
         intellectual engagements, as reflection of existence and practice. Thus there is the
         supposition that the rational self is superior to the physical, living, dying, and
         memorializing self. This is a manifestation of the pernicious duo of scientism on
         the one hand, and its twin sister logical positivism on the other hand. Combining
         both in the Humean fashion, but surreptitiously sanitized as rationality glorified,
         the division of human being realities into the rational and the emotive is complete,
         at the cost of ensuring that humans then are able to do tragic things to themselves,
         in the process of attaining emotionless reflective rationality.
      

      
      As such, the first two chapters in this collection are creative in the ways in which
         they provide fresh perspectives for understanding the issues of morality in society.
         The first one looks at the attempt to ground ethics on honor, while the second undertakes
         a critical indictment of transcendental ethics—the pursuit of universal, purely rational
         or logical foundations for ethics in society, even when taking notice of the existential
         circumstances of actors on individual and public domains.
      

      
      Since much of what we have to say about the moral system of a culture is deeply rooted
         in its moral tradition, it thus becomes fitting to begin this volume with Segun Gbadegesin’s
         chapter. Gbadegesin asserts that a moral tradition as an indigenous institution of
         society is not self-justifying merely on the account of its longevity. Rather its
         justification is dependent on both internal and external factors of existence associated
         with it. A moral revolution can occur when such factors change or become anachronistic.
      

      
       Segun Gbadegesin’s discussion (chapter 1) attempts what may be regarded as a fresh
         alternative to the sterile theoretical ethics in Western scholarship, with a close
         examination of the effort of Antony Appiah, as he labored in vain to suggest that
         what moderated human conduct, being not reason, is honor, would fall within this category;
         that is, the category of moral philosophy which indulge in conflating pure reflective
         theory-building in science with path-making moral engagements, thereby missing the
         point which Kuhn had intended with his notions of paradigm shifts in science. In a
         highly perceptive but commendably positive appreciation, Gbadegesin suggests that
         Appiah not only fails in this venture of piggybacking on the wisdom of Kuhn and his
         disciples, but he shows effectively that his (Appiah’s) effort also antagonizes the
         Kuhnian prescient warning that revolutions in science differ from revolutions in other
         human domains, including that of morality. Especially, Gbadegesin effectively shows
         that revolutions in science are revolutions in theoretical explanatory models about
         reality (not changes in the reality), while revolutions in morality relate to revolutions
         in moral practices engineered to facilitate changes in moral lives of members of society,
         not the principles or theories behind the moral practices.
      

      
      It is evident that the handicap which bestraddles analytic philosophy (in this case
         Appiah) does not constrain or straightjacket someone well-heeled in a different philosophical
         tradition—African—and as a consequence, Gbadegesin is able to see the limitation of
         the application the wrong tools for the solution of the problems of moral abnormalities
         in Western society. In the process, Gbadegesin showed that the Yoruba society does
         not constrict its reflective capacity by the false, inexhaustive, is/ought dichotomy
         which prevents Appiah from solving the inhuman moral eventualities of the honor code
         in the way in which the two examples of human sacrifice and the killing of the prince
         on the death of the king were discarded in Yoruba society. Clearly the changes to
         the moral desiderata was a product of reflective appreciation of the socially negative
         and morally bankrupt consequences of the practices in Yoruba society, regardless of
         who is affected—which may be one’s own long lost kin—but even more significantly the
         appreciation of the intrinsic immorality of the actions so engaged.
      

      
      In chapter 2, Sandra McCalla provides a stimulating investigation of the limitations
         of universalist formulations of ethics. His discussion of Nietzsche, Kant, and others
         show clearly that it is a tough proposition to sanitize morality from contamination
         of real human experiences, motives, and interests. In a well-reasoned effort, she
         provided arguments to show that morality cannot but be relative, when we bear in mind
         the cultural, social, economic and other factors which inform choices, decisions,
         and values in society.
      

      
      In chapter 3, Elvis Imafidon provides an illuminating explication of the ontological
         basis of ethics. This he does within the context of the trichotomy that is often foisted
         on African moral discourse, on the one hand suggesting that ethics is derived divine
         or supernaturalistic foundations, or that ethics is a product of a humanism which
         is anthropocentrically located as a communalistic or communitarian utilitarian phenomenon,
         by contrast with an ethics which is individualistic, mainly egoistic in intent and
         orientation. Imafidon suggests that the delimitation of the foundations of ethics
         as an either-or between these three categories does a great disservice to African
         moral beliefs, and also, by implication to human moral beliefs writ large. 
      

      
      Exploring the concepts of person, being, existence and relation to that many facets
         of reality, Imafidon clearly shows in this chapter a perspective which is replicated
         in many African societies as well as can be found in societies of the African Diaspora.
         The manifestations of these ideas have been developed through ubuntu and omoluabi,
         and the critical articulation of this to underwrite African ethical theory is a clear
         attempt to provide an alternative ethical perspective which continue to attenuate
         the destructive forces of Western individualism on the communal ethics of African
         peoples.
      

      
      Kevin Behrens, in chapter 4, explores aspects of indigenous notions of moral obligations
         to the self, the community, the society, and to the whole of nature, which transcends
         mere concerns of self-interest on the part of humanity either for welfare, splendor
         or survival. He maintained that it was traditional for peoples of African descent
         to see that they have an obligation, which springs from respect, recognition, and
         admiration, for the sustainable approach to all things in nature, even while using
         these things to support themselves. For this reason, maintaining an environment that
         is wholesome for today’s humans is a prelude to respecting the rights of generations
         unborn to not be impoverished by our efforts to satisfy our desires for pleasure and
         happiness today. The cycle of existence, from our ancestors of immediate and distant
         past, to us in the present and continuing into the eternity of our posterity deserve
         respect; and by the same token nature deserves to be respected and not be consigned
         to ignominious extinction by our appetite for pleasure today. Even more significant
         is the debt of gratitude which we owe our ancestors to preserve what they have been
         kind enough to bequeath to us, and which we know that future generations need for
         their own existence. It is not a logical argument to say that because future generations
         have no capacity for contemporary reciprocation or sensual suffering from our actions
         today, therefore we deny them moral considerability.
      

      
      The limitation of narrow ethics from a linguistic analytic or purely abstract normative
         form which has been the indulgence of Western European academy in recent times is
         evident in the many problems which has been overwhelming humanity. It has surfaced
         in various formats, ranging from the rampant distortions in notions of welfare of
         humanity, to the glorification of various strange belief systems, value orientations,
         and means of pursuit of happiness. The multiplier effect of these tendencies is manifest
         in the paradoxical situation where the twenty-first century boasts of so much by way
         of technological, scientific, medical, and communications technological advancements,
         yet is has proved to be the most insecure, highly destructive, and humanly obtuse
         age to date. The fact that this situation is not likely to change soon is manifested
         by the ways in which the leadership of global powers are becoming even more entrenched
         in the narrow determinations of parochial self-interests of themselves and their immediate
         constituencies, thereby compromising the foundations of our collective human being,
         and capacity for survival into the future as an ongoing “concern” (to use the metaphor
         of global capitalism). In chapter 5, Munamato Chemhuru engagingly discusses Shona
         philosophy regarding the nature of being, human being, nature, and collective existence
         of the things in the multiverse, showing that reflective self-interest is not the
         only reason why the Shona appreciate the need to treat with every being responsibly,
         but as a consequence of the recognition of the intrinsic worth and moral nature of
         all that exist. But it is not only the Shona that embraces this sophisticated perspective
         regarding the ecosphere; similar values are replicated, according to Chemhuru, across
         the African indigenous intellectual ecosophical landscape. He offers this perspective
         as a contribution toward the task of encouraging global humanity to begin the process
         of developing intellectually robust agendas which will contribute to sustainability
         of our common existence.
      

      
      Societies devise various moral, legal, and social traditions as a means of promoting
         harmony, protecting peace, and enhancing the capacity of members individually and
         collectively to live wholesome lives of happiness and fulfillment. The business of
         understanding these efforts are always undertaken by members of society, internally
         or externally, comparatively or as a stand-alone investigation with a view to facilitating
         the appreciation of the factors which conduce to cohesion or discord. Isaac Ukpokolo,
         in chapter 6, undertakes a close critical analysis of the moral ideas surrounding
         the phenomenon of adultery among the Esan people of Nigeria. The outcome of this analysis
         is a robust gendered appreciation of the virtues of protecting the family, made up
         of the male, the female, and their issues, and society at large, from the odium of
         adultery and the negative, even disastrous, consequences of adultery on the part of
         the female. Even while one may see this as being paternalistic and patronizing on
         the part of the male, giving the man the permission to indulge in adultery while the
         woman is severely punished, his argument seems to suggest that it is actually in the
         interest of the female that female adultery is prohibited because of the superior
         position the woman occupies in the welfare of the family and society at large.
      

      
      It is important to understand from the foregoing that when philosophers attempt to
         distill from reality the effervescent and enduring abstractions of logic, streamlined
         of all relations to the true existential conditions that moderate choices, social
         expectations, responsibility allocations and community demands, then we end up with
         theoretical constructs which may be very difficult to reconcile with human social
         engagements. In the chapter on adultery (chapter 7) as an ethical issue among the
         Esan people of Nigeria, Justina Ehiakhamen argues that ethics is not about absolute
         values, unconnected with the well-being and welfare of individual members and collective
         preservation of Esan society. To this end, it would seem, from the example of the
         practice of adultery, which would otherwise have attracted the ire of society, the
         overriding consideration for determining moral appraisal is the value of the act to
         promote the cohesion of society on the one hand, or if not properly handled, contribute
         to social decay on the other hand, thereby destroying the bonds of societal order.
         What comes out of the discussion is the fact that a singular explanatory track for
         the understanding of the origin and sustenance of moral values in society is often
         unrealistic, as moral values have personal, communal, and even spiritual forces for
         support in order to work properly.
      

      
      In chapter 8, Jim Unah avers that morality is about real life people, engaged in the
         business of living with others as well as with themselves, within the universe for
         which they have certain obligations and responsibilities. Morality is not some abstract
         science in such an environment, as it deals with the principles, reasoning, and evidence
         that is used to support choices of behavior and relationship within the society. In
         his contribution to this collection, therefore, he makes the comparison of Chinese
         moral precepts and theories, as found in Taoism and Confucianism with their counterparts
         in various African indigenous ethical situations and principles (Iwa pele and Ubuntu)
         to demonstrate that what drives morality—ethics—in Chinese heritage and African traditions
         is the welfare of the individual, who has responsibility for ensuring the welfare
         of the community. 
      

      
      In chapter 9, Motsamai Molefe examines the suggestion by Gyekye that morality in African
         cultures is humanistic in origin, and not supernaturalist, because African religions
         are not revealed religions—hence, no revealed morality which would have supernatural
         origin, and argues that Gyekye is wrong in this argument. He showed that there is
         no evidence to say that only revealed religions can have supernaturalist ethics, especially
         bearing in mind that while religion may not be revealed, ethical codes in the religion
         may have reference to supernatural forces for justification and validation. The fact
         that many African societies consider the universe to be interdependent and to have
         forces which manifest and are capable of impacting the lives and existence of all
         beings is, to Molefe, evidence that there is no incongruity in a non-revealed religion
         having aspects, such as ethics harking to supernatural forces for validation and sustenance.
         In any case, the argument of Gyekye, frames as either/or invariably invalidates the
         conclusion that is generated from the limited options that he considered. Molefe notes
         the fact that in many African societies there is a continuum in the understanding
         of human existence; from the ancestors to the living to the unborn, and the fact that
         when considered fully, ethics is supported by the ancestors, the divinities and the
         Supreme Being, insisting that humans live according to the dictates laid out in the
         preferences of these categories of powerful forces and beings. Even more salient is
         the fact that all societies have jurisprudential traditions which are institutionalized
         to underwrite behaviors and actions which societies accept or reject.
      

      
      There is no doubt that various belief systems, metaphysical presuppositions, and cultural
         ideologies underwrite the various ethical, scientific, and socio-political traditions
         which determine action on the individual and social-corporate levels. Some of these
         ideologies have become universalized as what is normal, rational, and logical. In
         chapter 10, Imafidon discussed how these ideologies have shaped ethical responses
         to life writ large. He identifies and discusses three of these: a) the Christian traditions
         which the West inherited from the Judaic cultural heritage, enshrining theism, and
         which now parades itself, separated from its ancestry, in the form of second, which
         is, b) derobed and striped of its obvious supernaturalistic metaphysics and named
         secularism; while the third is, c) the African ontological and culturally determined
         axiology. In his overall appreciation, there is nothing saying that these three views
         cannot be complementary to each other, even though the first two traditions always
         seem to be at loggerheads, with accusations and counter-accusations being bandied
         around. While disempowered because of the history of colonialism, African ideas of
         life and ethics have been denied, subjugated and subverted to the total peril of Africana
         developmental capacities. He would request that we undertake a careful integration
         of this perspective into the overall effort to develop universal bioethical and axiological,
         globally sustaining and affirmative policies, for the development and utilization
         of the resources in the world for the well-being of humanity now and into the future.
      

      
      That there are various ways in which the foundation of morality is packaged is reflected
         in the many theoretical explanations found in meta-ethical discourse. But even more
         significant is the fact that the traditions tend to be subjected to a process of abstraction
         which masks the original foundations. There is no doubt that much of what passes as
         morality is predicated on traditions, conventions, practical instances of negative
         results needing prevention or amelioration, and reification of some of these through
         critical and reflective abstraction. Oluwafunmilayo Elizabeth Kehinde, in chapter
         11, examines the role of eldership in morality and convincingly shows that elders
         constitute a critical component in the moral fabric of many societies of the world,
         where it is supposed that by virtue of age and life experiences, one would be better
         seasoned in the handling of moral dilemmas and be able to serve as better guide for
         the youth. There is no doubt that contemporary society seems to have transcended this
         aspect of practical device for preserving the balance of rights, especially given
         the predominance of various sources of information and guides on life by way of the
         Internet, libraries, and so forth, but even then we still find that there are areas
         in which age, such as in the U.S. Congress, seem to be a factor and maturity seems
         valued over mere acquisition of qualifications and “knowledge.”
      

      
       The twelfth chapter on the nature of moral values in indigenous African societies,
         as a bulwark for development by Chris Tasie Osegenwune provides a good account of
         the sources, justification, and utility of values as the template for development.
         In this chapter, care is taken to examine the various aspects of moral discourse in
         traditional Africa, linking this with the contemporary effort to rid the continent
         of the debilitating import of moral ideas which glorify possessive individualism and
         valorizes greed at the expense of community and social cooperation. The chapter is
         signal in the manner in which it presents the notion of metaphysics and an instrument
         of moral development in African intellectual traditions.
      

      
      The next two chapters (chapters 13 and 14) in this collection attempt to buck the
         trend that seems popular in Africana intellectual engagements of the traditions of
         Africa; the first with regard to the existence of God, and the other dealing with
         the foundations of ethics in African societies. The trend in previous chapters of
         this collection of chapters seem united in the view that there is a connection between
         being, life, reality, de facto situation and the general values which humans devise
         to deal with existence and relations. 
      

      
      In light of the above, the discussion of God, in chapter 13, by Jim Unah, does not
         fit this general trend, of acceding to the usual understanding of the relationship
         between God and humanity, but does not antagonize it either. Thus, in chapter 13,
         Jim Unah examines the hiatus about the existence of God in Western scholarship. His
         view is that a careful analysis would reveal that anthropomorphic, anthropocentric,
         and ideological theism may be the problem, as it tends to make claims which transcend
         what the evidence supports. He uses the works of Parmenides, Aristotle, Sartre, Nietzsche,
         Kant, Hegel, Feuerbach, and Carr to make the point that the challenge to theism has
         been a consequence of the self-stultifying claims that derive from the overreaching
         conclusions derived from the desire to immunize deity from blame. He suggests that
         what we need to do is recognize that ontological commitments validated by linguistic
         traditions make the denial of the existence of God unnecessary. The relevance of this
         to the
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