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A RE-VISIT TO THE CONCEPT OF FREEWILL AND IDEAS
OF CAUSALITY IN YORUBA RELIGION

Gbadamosi Oluwatoyin Adebola

Abstract

The issue o fhuman will has been a subject of much debate in the history of
philosophy and within religious circles over the Centuries. This paper
examines the subject offreewill and ideas of causality in the indigenous
religion ofthe Yoruba. Ideas of causality feature prominently in the belief
Systems of Yoruba religion expressed in the concepts of Ori, Irawd, Ipin,
Ogo, Kadara, Akunlegba, Akiinleyan and Ayanmo and other similar ideas
revolving around determinism. These ideas of causality lead to a hasty
conclusion in most cases that freewill does not exist among the Yoruba.
Insisting that there is no freewill has serious implications within a
practical milieu especially because ofindividual responsibilityfor actions.
This paper is a departure from the notion that there is nofreewill among
the Yoruba. This is done by discussing the meaning offreewill with a view
to finding a definition suitable in the Yoruba religious contexts which is
clearly different from the Western idea of freewill. This paper also
discusses how the concept offreewill and issues related to determinism
feature in Yoruba beliefs. This paper employs the Combatibilism theory,
the current name for William James’ “soft" determinism, which is the
logically contradictory notion that free will is compatible with
determinism. This is done with a view to drawing the conclusion that
freewill exists among the Yoruba in spite of the established ideas of
causality.

Key Words: Freewill, Determinism, Compatibilism, Yoruba Religion

Introduction

The issue of freewill has been a subject of intense debate among
philosophers and religious scholars from time immemorial. The freewill
debate is a subject discussed for many centuries. The fundamental
question, which is at the centre of the debate, is the extent to which human
agents are in control of their own lives and destinies. For many centuries,
the central preoccupation of philosophers concems the difficulties
involved in explaining how human freedom and responsibility could be
rendered consistent with established assumptions about divine
foreknowledge and predestination.1 The problem of freewill revolves
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around the difficulty in reconciling our thoughts about man as a free agent
with the idea of his actions being beyond his control. Thoughts about
freedom and determinism have engaged philosophers since the days of
ancient Greece. On the one hand, we generally regard ourselves as free
autonomous beings responsible for the actions that we perform2 and, on
the other hand, there are obvious elements of determinism in our world
which show that some of our actions are beyond our control. This Situation
is very apt as far as the Yoruba are concemed. The Yoribé& people are one
of the largest tribes in Africa, with about thirty million individuals
throughout the region of Africa. The Yoruba occupy the South-Westem
region of Nigeria. The descendants of the Yoruba are also found in some
parts of the West Indies and South America—Brazil and Cuba.4 There are
many established beliefs in the Yoruba religion that emphasize
determinism as seen in ideas related to the concept of Ori,5 Irawé-Star,
Ogo-Glory, Kadara- Destiny, Ipin- Portion, Aklinlegb&,6 Akiinleyan and
Ayanmo.8 These established beliefs make it easy for a casual observer to
make a hasty conclusion that there is no freewill among the Yoruba. The
purpose of this paper is to revisit the concept of freewill and ideas of
causality in Yoruba religion with a view to arguing that freewill does exist
among the Yoruba.

Issues Related to Determinism in Yoruba Beliefs
There are various philosophies guiding the way of life of the Yoriba, and
the concept of pre-destination or causality which is another argument, for
determinism is one of them. According to Beir, the Yorlba see their lives
as partly dominated by fate and pre-destination, and partly controlled by
their own actions. He further believes that although a man is bom with a
fate and a career in life, what he makes out of his fate depends on his
actions. A man picks the type of life he is going to lead, even his death,
before he enters into this world. The unchangeable part of a man’s fortune
is symbolized by his Ori, literally, *head’, but in this context, meaning his
‘inner head’ or soul.9 According to Awolalu, Ori is a complex concept. It
is a physical head as well as that force that is responsible for Controlling
one’s being. However, when the Yorib&a speak of Ori, they mean
something more than the physical head but a personality soul that which is
believed to be capable of ruling, Controlling and guiding the life and
activities of man. Also, success and failure in life depend on Ori and its
quality.10

A casual study of the concept of Ori, causality or issues related to
determinism among the Yoriub&d may lead to a hasty conclusion that
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freewill does not exist among the Yoruba. A close study of the race and
the religion of the people reveal that there is what is understood as freewill
among the Yoruba. Nevertheless, it is important to note that this
understanding varies from the westem view because of the deep and
unique religious understanding of the concept of man among the Yoruba.
The Yoruba like many other races in the world believe that man’s nature is
partly material and partly immaterial. They believe that man has a material
body by means of which he acts and reacts to his physical environment.
They also believe that he has an immaterial entity.1The Yoruba pay a lot
of attention to the immaterial entity of man. If a westemer is talking about
a person, he/she does this without the cognizance of concepts like Ori,
Akilnleyan, Ayanmo, Ipin or even the possibility of being under a spell-
Eedi. The Yoruba understand a person from a purely metaphysical
approach which a non-Yoruba may not acknowledge. K&dara- Destiny,
Ogo- glory and Irdwo- star are terminologies that are also related to the
concept of destiny in Yoruba belief. According to Olaleye, Kédara is what
is attached to every human being before leaving heaven for the earth. This
is the reason why the Yoruba say Ayanmo ni Kadara - what is attached to
a person is his or her destiny.1l Olaleye says also that in Yoruba religion,
Ogo and Irdwo are materials used to measure how a newly bom child
would be successful in this world. Ogo depicts how glorious and special
the destiny of a child is while IrAwo showcases how bright a destiny is.
Olaleye quoting from the Information received from some babalawo- Ifa
priests, posits that these two, Ogo and Irdwo, are what people of the
underworld—Aye or Aje-witches usually work on when they want to
tamper with a person’s destiny.22 These ideas of causality feature
prominently in the Yoruba understanding of a person. Thus, influencing
what is understood as freewill among the Yoruba and also the reason for
the hasty conclusion that there is no ffeewill among the Yoruba.

The Meaning of Freewill

There is no general consensus among philosophers on the meaning and
application of ffeewill. The reason for this is that the concept ffeedom,
ffeewill, liberty or freedom of the will like any other philosophical concept
is problematic. The basis for this problem is as a result of the fact that this
concept, regardless of the choice of expression, means different ideas to
different people. A rough meaning of freewill is that there are no

1J. Lucas, 1948. The Religion ofthe Yorubas. Lagos: C.M.S Bookshop. 245
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conditions that are prior to an action that determines that action. In other
words, the actions of a person are self-generated. According to David
Hume, “by the will”, I mean nothing but the internal impression that we
feel and are conscious of when we knowingly give rise to any new notion
of our body or new perception of our mind. Hume avoided the use of the
word “freedom” and in its place, used “liberty” in his other ideas of
freewill. He further States that our way of thinking about liberty in humans
is absolutely inconsistent, which is a natural upshot of the confused ideas
and undefined terms that we so often use in our reasoning, especially on
this topic (freewill).13

The position of Robert Kane on the subject of freewill takes a different
and interesting tum. Kane did not only define the will, but he also
distinguished between freewill and liberty or freedom of action. These are
terms that have been used interchangeably, but Kane believes that they
have different meanings. According to Kane, freewill is the power in
human beings and in persons or rational agents of any kind to originate or
bring into existence the purpose on ends that guide their actions. This is a
kind of self-determination, the ability to determine the purpose of its
actions. This is different from liberty or freedom of action, which is the
ability of the seif to determine its actions in accordance with its
purposes.} There is a thin line between this difference of Kane and the
difference he made between both freewill and liberty or freedom of action.
We cannot discuss freewill without discussing freedom; freedom is as
result of the “will” being free. This is what John Bramhall calls
Autonomy,’5 and autonomy ultimately leads to freedom of action.
Edwards believes that the plain and obvious meaning of the words
freedom and liberty in common speech is the power, opportunity and
advantage that any one has to do as he pleases. In other words, a person’s
being free from hindrances or impediments in the way of doing, or
conducting in any respect as he wills.16

J. Campell asserts succinctly that it is very obvious that the term
freedom is ambiguous, and that the kind of freedom required for moral
responsibility is freewill. Freewill requires that persons have alternatives
to at least some of their actions. It is a person’s ability to do otherwise.I
J. Edwards also holds this view in his position that the notion of liberty
consists in it a self-determining power in the will, or a certain sovereignty
which the will has over itself and its own acts, whereby it determines its
own volitions so as not to be dependent on any cause without itself nor
determined by anything prior to its own acts. A moral agent is a being that
is capable of those actions that have a moral quality, and which can be
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properly denominated as good or evil.18 It is very obvious that the term
freewill is quite ambiguous because it means different things to different
people.

What is Freewill in Yoruba?

It is easy to wonder, what is freewill in Yoruba? There is no
straightforward answer to this question. This is because what is
understood as freewill in westem thought is quite different from what
freewill entails among the Yoruba. The second problem in attempting a
direct answer to the question above is that the term freewill is laden with
ambiguity even within westem thoughts. For the purpose of this research,
a functional definition can be adapted from the works of the famous
translator of the English Bible to Yoruba language Samuel Ajayi
Crowther. In his attempt to provide a Yoruba word for freewill, he uses
the word “Ife” and the synonyms for freewill in this context include: love,
wish, will, desire, volition and compliance.9 Ife in this term may not
necessarily include love which is the most common usage of Ife, but may
apply easily to the other synonyms. This is why people say: “Mofej eun -
| want to eat, Mofe ] ‘ade-1want to go out; or Mofe gb & yawo-1want to
marry”. These are examples of expressions of a person’s will, desire or
wish. Of all these usages of ‘fe ™, the one that conveys its meaning most
clearly is its usage when a man proposes to a woman. In Yoruba, the man
is likely to express his feelings thus: “Mofe fe o-\ want to marry you”.
The words fb and fe, though speit the same way, mean different things.
The latter means marry while the first one, which connotes freewill, is our
concem here. Fe as used in this example shows the man’s will, desire,
wish, choice or selection. It means that of all the options available, he has
chosen or selected the lady. This is an expression of freewill. It means also
that the person in question has both options of either doing any of these
things given as examples or not doing them. When actions are done
without “1fe” or ‘fe”” we can say such actions are not ffeely done or that
freewill is absent. On a very similar note, according to a respondent, Mrs
Adepoju, she defines freewill in Yoruba as “hkan ti 6 wi mi, t0 te mi
[6rlin ti mofe se”@ - what | desire, what | find satisfaction in doing.
Another Yoruba definition of freewill is provided by Pastor Festus
Oyeniyi, who defines freewill in Yoruba as “Ife inti ara eni.””2] This means
personal will, choice or desire. These definitions show that when such
actions are done with the person’s “ife”, then freewill is in place. Freewill,
then, in the Yoruba religious or cultural contexts, may also be defined as
the ability to say yes or no, in circumstances, which is present in some
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cases and also absent in some cases. This definition sounds confusing and
it is indeed paradoxical: this is so because of the abstruseness of the
concept, especially in its usage in Yoriiba philosophy. The Yoriba believe
that certain things are destined to happen in a person’s life and they also
believe that people are responsible for their own lives.

Robert Kane offers a very good definition of freewill which is very
practical and applicable in Yoruba contexts. He says freewill is the power
in human beings and in persons or rational agents of any kind to originate
or bring into existence the purpose on ends that guide their actions. This is
a kind of self-determination, the ability to determine the purpose of its
actions. This is different ffom liberty or freedom of action, which is the
ability of the seif to determine its actions in accordance with its
purposes.2 As it’s understood, the term freewill is ambiguous; regardless
of this ambiguity, however, the kind of freedom required for moral
responsibility is freewill. Kane says further that freewill requires that
persons have alternatives to at least some of their actions. It is a person’s
ability to do otherwise.Z A very straightforward definition of freewill,
which is readily applicable within the Yoruba religious or cultural
contexts, is “the ability to do otherwise”. This is obvious and fits into
everyday reality. The Yorlba believe that we have the ability to do
otherwise, when an act is done. Such an act could also not have been done
because the actor has within him/her the *“ability to do otherwise”. This is
where the concept of praise and blame come in. The Yoruba believe that a
person should be praised because he/she has “ability to do otherwise” and
has chosen the “other path” which warrants praise. This is why the people
say: Yihiy ini k @ le se mi- Praise is necessary for the person to repeat an
act.

According to Pereboom, who shares the thoughts of Kane, moral
responsibility for an action requires that the agent could have done
otherwise. For if an agent is to be blame worthy for an action, it seems
crucial that the person could have done something to avoid being blame-
worthy. If he/she is to be praise-worthy for an action, it seems important
that the person could have done something not admirable. Freewill rests
on the principle of Alternative Possibilities—An action is free in the sense
required for moral responsibility only if the agent could have done
otherwise than he/she actually did. The second principle is a similar
principle of choice—an action is free in the sense required for moral
responsibility only if the agent could have chosen otherwise than he/she
actually did?4 Adetunji also dwells on the issue of moral responsibility
while discussing the concept of Ori. According to her, a person’s Ori can



A Re- Visit to the Concept of Freewill and Ideas o f Causality in Yoruba Religion 123

be altered by intrinsic values such as good character, offering of sacrifices,
hard work and the ability to struggle. These are free actions of an
individual that can affect a person’s life. She further posits that the Yoruba
strongly believe in human destiny because success or failure of any man
largely depends on the type of choice he has made in heaven, though
human efforts cannot be ruled out for success or failure, though the greater
part of it can be ascribed to destiny.2 It is the presence of destiny that is
acknowledged among the Yoruba that offers a departure from the westem
view of ffeewill. The Yoruba believe in what is called destiny expressed in
concepts like Ort, Ayanmo, Akunleydn among other such related issues,
but they also acknowledge the role of the person in his/her life. It is this
role of man that freewill is all about. The Yoruba can call a person ole-
lazy because it is believed he/she could choose not to be so. Even if such a
fellow is destined to be great, he/she may forfeit this glorious destiny
simply by acts of freewill termed as laziness.

The concept of morality is the thrust of the argument of most
philosophers who are advocates of freewill. Kane calls this ability “up-to-
us-ness”. He says, we feel it is “up to us” what we choose and how we act;
and this means that we could have chosen or acted otherwise. He quoted
Aristotle who had put it succinctly “when acting is up to us, so is not
acting”. This “up-to-us-ness” also suggests that the origins of our actions
lie in us and not something eise over which we have no control.26 This
“up-to-us-ness” is very apt within Yoruba ideology because it is believed
that we have within us the ability to do certain things and the ability not to
do certain things. This is why ldowu opines that every human being who
is not clearly an imbecile has the knowledge of right and wrong...
everyone knows that right is not the same thing as wrong.27 Our actions
are “up-to-us” because it is believed that we have the ability to make
choices regarding how we act. This is also seen as the Yorlbéa society has
expectations ffom people and this is why what people do is appraised.
Ayantayo also, says that “Society formulates rules and norms to guide
man’s actions, one of such norms geared towards promoting a morally
healthy society.”28 When a person falls below societal norms the person’s
Ava-character is labelled as bad and appalling. A person with a bad
character among the Yoruba is ffowned at by all. This is the reason why
such people are called Arigidi eniyan, the etymology of this name is Igi
which means wood, or tree, showing that a person with bad Iwa is likened
to a mere tree.”

On the other hand, Robert Kane quotes Aristotle to argue that it is
possible to identify the origin or source of our choices and actions not to
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ultimately be “in us” but in conditions, such as decrees of fate, the fore-
ordaining acts of God or antecedent causes and laws, over which we have
no control.3 This notion fits in readily within the context of the Yoruba
religion because this is the basis of the concept of causality held in the
religion. This is the reason for the argument for the inalterability of human
destiny believed to be held in the Yoruba religion. As Aristotle believes in
decrees of fate, the fore-ordaining acts of God or antecedent causes and
laws, over which we have no control, semblance of this is found also in
the Yorib& religion. This is expressed in religious ideas like Ori,
Akunleyan, Ayanmg, Ipin, Kadara, Ogo or Irawo.

A Compatibilist Approach to Freewill and Determinism in Yoruba
Beliefs

Combatibilism is the current name for William James’ “soft” determinism,
which is the logically contradictory notion that free will is compatible with
determinism. “Soft” determinism became “compatibilism” in the early
20th Century. It was, and still is, the most populér view of philosophers.
Compatibilism is the belief that our freewill is consistent with
determinism. The other approaches to the freewill/determinism problem
are: Hard Determinism, which endorses determinism but denies the
freewill thesis; Libertarianism, which holds that we do not have a
determinist freewill; Eliminatism, an idea that freewill do'es not exist and
that the best version is hard determinism; Soft Determinism, a view that
accepts both determinism and the freewill thesis.

All these lines of thought are clearly important and valid. However,
the most pragmatic approach is compatibilism because it serves a practical
purpose in Yoruba Philosophy. At any rate, the Yortba believe that what
a person becomes in this world is inextricably bound up with his destiny.
This inextricability is often used to argue erroneously for fatalism.
According to Idowu, a person obtains his destiny in one of three ways; he
kneels down and chooses his destiny - A-kiin-le-yan (That-which-is-
chosen-kneeling), he kneels down and receives it- A-kiin-le-gba (that-
which-is-received-kneeling) and his destiny is affixed to him- A-yan-mo
(That-which-is-affixed-to-one). The person then kneels before Olddiimare
for the conferment of destiny and whatever is conferred is unalterable and
becomes one’s portion through life. The destiny is unalterable, especially
as it has been doubly sealed in the act of its conferment and finally at the
‘gates’ between heaven and earth.3 Sayings used to Support this argument
for fatalism of a person’s lot on earth include the following:
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A-kunle-yanni ad -aiye-ba
A-kiinle-ayan pin
A d ’aiye tan oji nro ni

That which is chosen kneeling is that which is found on getting to the
world

We knelt down and chose a portion
We get to the world and are not pleased3

A-yan-mo d gbho 6gin- That which is affixed to one cannot be rectified
by medicine.3%

This is not a totally accurate picture, for the Yoriba, although
recognizing the fore-ordaining acts of Olddlimare or antecedent causes,
also recognize the conditions that can change what we believe we have no
control over. Idowu makes a case for these kinds of conditions that can
alter a person’s destiny:

(1) By the aid of Oriinmila- a ‘happy’ destiny can be preserved an
‘unhappy’ one rectified through rituals.

(2) A person’s destiny can be altered for the worse by omo a Yaiye-
‘children of the world’- these are persons in whom the evil powers
ofthe world are vested.

(3) A person’s destiny can be affected for the worse by his character
while a good destiny unsupported by character is worthless.

(4) An ‘unhappy’ destiny can be rectified if it can be ascertained what
it is. This rite is called Akosejaye and the main purpose is to find
out what sort of child it is and what things are to be done to
preserve its good destiny or rectify an unhappy one. This is done
in the case of a new bom child.

(5) A person’s destiny can be affected for the worse by the
machinations of the person’s Enikeji- “double or counterpart”
which has a strong influence on his destiny.3

These conditions show that a person’s destiny is not inalterable. Since
the emphasis here is the subject of freewill, some of the conditions stated
above show the influence of the actions or inactions of a person on his
destiny. Whether to perform a ritual or not, lies with the individual in
question, and this is freewill. Even when performing ritual acts, there are
certain conditions and requirements that are important. They are neither
queried nor circumvented; they are simply obeyed because the
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consequences of disobedience are often very grave. Thus, a person may
obey and enjoy the benefits or flout the instructions and suffer the
consequences. This also is an expression of freewill because a person may
choose not to obey the conditions and requirements. The presence of these
prerequisites for rituals shows the presence of freewill.

A person’s destiny is bound up in his character because a good destiny
unsupported by good character is worthless. The Yorib& believe so much
in individual characters of people which show their belief in freewill. This
is becduse what is understood as character only makes sense within the
purview of freewill. According to L&beodéan, Iwa- character is regarded as
the most important of all moral values and the greatest attribute of any
man. This is because good character is essential for a person to live in
harmony with the forces that govem a person’s universe; both human and
supematural.3 This shows evidently that a person’s destiny is tied up to
his/her character. This is determinism and not fatalism, because what a
person becomes in life is determined by his/her character regardless of
what has been destined to the person by supematural forces.

Fatalism indicates an inalterability in what a person becomes in life,
which is not a belief held in Yorlba religion. This is because a person’s
outcome in life is not fatalistic but closely linked to his/her character. The
emphasis on human character in the religion of the Yoruba shows their
belief in freewill. Iw&- character shows that a person has what Robert
Kane calls “ability to do otherwise” or “up-to-us-ness.” 3 If we do not
have this “up-to-us-ness”, then we do not have freewill, and it will be in
Order to conclude that there is nothing that can be identified as character-
Iwa. Since the Yoriiba have a clear understanding of the concept of Iwa
and it is emphasized in the religion, it will be illogical therefore to
conclude that freewill does not exist in the religion. On the other hand, the
Yoriba believe strongly in determinism, because there are acts of
Olédimare that determine what a person becomes in life expressed in
concepts like Ori, Akiinleyan, Akiinlegbé, Ayanmo, Ipin and other similar
concepts. They also express a belief in ffeewill in their insistence on the
importance of human character. This shows the unique nature of the
notion of freewill and a compatibilist approach to the freewill/determinism
problem. A compatibilist’s freedom maintains that there can be conditions
prior to an action sufficient to determine that action, and yet that action
can be free.3B As it is evident in the works of Idowu, one would see that he
makes appeals to the concept of inalterability of destiny. He can be classed
then as a compatibist because he makes Claims on how the concept of Ori
can be compatible with that of freewill. Adetunji can also be categorized
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as a compatibilist, because she argues that our freewill is consistent with
determinism. A few other philosophers that follow this inclination are
Meie, A., D Ayer AJ., 0 Graig W. In clearer terms, the compatibilists
notion of ffeedom is such that a person’s actions can be determined and at
the same time free and that freedom is compatible with determinism.

Akinleyan

The concept of Akiinleyan- that which is received kneeling, associated
with how a person gets his/her destiny is also linked to the existence of
freewill in the Yorlba religion. Ayo Salami, who quotes from Yoriiba
theology and makes a very clear assertion, shows that the act of Aklinleyan
is an expression of freewill. He says, the point is very clear. Firstly,
choosing of destiny itself is freely done in heaven. If anyone is coming to
the earth, he chooses what he thinks is best for himself. Secondly, like
being insulated from any incursion, his entry to the city of the earth is also
of his own volition, while his behaviour justifying his failure or success on
earth is under his own prerogative. In other words, he is the architect of his
own fortune or misfortune. Akilinleydn means kneeling and choosing, it
also shows freedom of choice. Although, a person choosing does not know
the contents of his choice, this does not negate the fact that he has chosen
what he chose. Choosing means there is an availability of choices or
options and the person has chosen what he thinks is best. This is
expressing the presence of freewill. In Contemporary situations like sports,
there are expressions of this act of choice though it can be termed “blind”.
This is seen in cases when people choose “head or tail” and choices are
made at the flip of a coin. These choices though “blind” are valid all the
same and they are expressions of freewill. In the same vein, even though a
person is not privy to the details of his choice in heaven, the sheer act of
“choosing” shows the presence of freewill. It is important to note also that
the concept of Ori itself has its origin in the expression of freewill.
According to Abogunrin, it is the belief of the Yoriiba that, before coming
down to earth (Aye) from heaven (Orun), everyone must go and choose an
Ori from a well-stocked store in Ajala’s house. Ajala is the one appointed
by Oldédimare to build or mould Ori. The quality of Ori cannot be
determined by its physical appearance (whether size, shape, colour, etc.)
alone. The choice of Ori made by an individual determines what sort of
life he/she would lead and it is believed that the ultimate meaning of
important events in the individual’s life are to be understood in terms of
Ori's choice. 3



128 Gbadamosi Oluwatoyin Adebola

Similarly, according to Akintola, who quotes the minor Odi-
Iworlbogbe in revealing that the notion of freewill Starts before coming to
the earth. His account corroborates the position of Salami, he presents the
sequence of events that herald the departure of a person from heaven. The
account is as follows:

The earth coming of each man Starts with an act of individual
free will or choice of will to go to the world from heaven...

Now, finding himself before Olddumare, he is led still by
his Eledaa to kneel before the divine altar, the sacred place for
communing with Olédimare.

Kneeling, the departing human being makes his own
choice of length of stay in the world. Some may choose a brief
stay; others may prefer to leave at the middle of their age,
while some may choose to stay tili old age.

While such personal wishes are made at the divine altar, the only
divinity present, who hears the wishes, is Elenlni- the misfortune divinity,
who is also the keeper of the divine palace. Olédiimare endorses the wish
or wishes with Ase- His divine scepter of authority.44

This means that even deciding to come to the world is an act of
freewill. It is imperative to note that a person chooses his destiny by
making certain wishes in the courts of Olddimare. Wishes connote
availability of choices which is what freewill entails. The Free Dictionary
definition of a wish is a feeling that one would like to have or do
something or to see something happen; a desire, longing, or strong
inclination for a specific thing.45 The Cambridge Dictionary also defrnes a
wish as “to want to do something”; a simple example is given in the
Cambridge dictionary to express this definition. “Passengers wishing to
take the Kings Cross train should board now.”46 This is a classic
summation of what freewill entails. This example shows the existence of
several options: whether to board this particular train going to Kings Cross
or not, whether to go to another destination apart from Kings Court,
whether to continue sightseeing at the train Station or even to go back
home (if Kings Cross is not home). We are conffonted with several
choices like this on a daily basis and we exercise our freewill and make
decisions we consider best due to our prevailing present circumstances.

Apart from what takes place in heaven, the entire joumey of a person
on earth is woven around the choices he makes. Just as the passenger at
the train Station confronted with different options of destination, the
joumey of a person in this world is laden with the need to express his
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personal will at different points in his life time. These are choices like
friendship, occupation, where to live, who to marry, dressing, food and
several others.

It is not strange to hear people posit that there is no freewill among the
Yoruba. This is because the concept of Ori is seen as an inalterable seal on
a human’s destiny. This is hard determinism and suggests fatalism.
Contemporary scholars are finding a departure from this position and
appealing to soft determinism in order to make ffeewill compatible with
the concept of Ori or causality in Yoruba religion. According to Oladele
Balogun, concepts of Ori and Human Destiny are often used as bases of
arguments that the Yorub& are hard deterministic and fatalistic in their
belief System. He identifies two fundamental problems with this kind of
Submission. He says:

First, virtually all Yortubd African philosophers..who have
commented on ori vis-&4-vis the freewill-determinism problem have
overlooked a point that is quite clear in the exposition of the two important
religious scholars on this issue (i.e. Bolaji Idowu and Wande Abimbola)...
Ori is limited to issues of material success (i.e things like wealth, riches
and success in one’s profession). Ori has nothing to do with moral
character, and as such it does not affect all of human actions and/or
inactions...

The second problem has to with the fatalistic conclusion of some of
these scholars, which if carried to its logical conclusion; it will be
unjustified to hold a person responsible for his actions since the causes of
his actions are extemal to him and beyond his controL.as Oduwole
argues, it indeed nullifies the efficacy of reason, stifles creativity and spirit
of hard-work.47

The two major problems identified above are very important and
therefore warranting some levels of seriousness. The first one is the fact
that the basis of previous arguments to show the inalterability of human
destiny- Ori, is not the determinant factor of a person’s character. As
Balogun argues, Ori has nothing to do with human character and as such
does not determine what he does or does not do. A person may decide to
be kind, or he may decide to be a thief, or he may decide to be wicked. He
may also decide to be courageous, or he may decide to be lazy or
persevering, hardworking, mean or a traitor or even an alcoholic. All these
traits are manifestations of different characters which are expressions of
individual wills. These traits have nothing to do with Ori. However, they
can affect a person’s Ori positively or negatively. The second problem is
the complications that a fatalistic conclusion is associated with. It is
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believed that once a destiny has been chosen, it becomes doubly sealed
and totally impossible to change. This kind of thinking is at odds with
practical reality and also has serious social and personal consequences.
The major consequence is the notion of human responsibility and morality
which will be rendered unnecessary and illogical. Legal responsibility and
liability are necessary factors that should be considered in issues related to
human will.

Afowofa

Another idea related to human will used as an argument for ffeewill
among the Yoriba is the idea of Afowtfa. Afowofa can be described as
seif- inflicted problems. The word Afow0fa is translated as self-caused by
Olanrewaju Abdul Shitta Bey. He says further that it is descriptive in the
sense that it is employed in Yoriiba estimation to convey the negative
consequences of choices arising ffom an individual’s human will. He says
also that Afowofa simply indicates that the Yorib& thought Systems favour
the position that human will is absolutely free.48 Afowofa shows that the
Yoribé believe strongly that human beings have the ability to ‘say no or
act otherwise’ in certain situations. Wherever a person does not exercise
this ability, it is said the person used ‘his own hands to bring trouble upon
himself. This is Afowofa because it is believed that the person should
have used his freewill to prevent such self-inflicted problems. Sayings
like: A kiipe k ®bmode mad®ete t 0 bat i le daight gbe- No one will stop a
child from incurring leprosy, as long as he can live in the forests by
himself. Shitta Bey believes that a proverb like this clearly enjoins one’s
freewill with the readiness to take responsibility for one’s actions or
decisions.f

Ideas that would lose their Meanings If Freewill does not Exist in
Yoruba Religion

Reward and punishment are important mechanisms for Controlling social
behaviour in the Yortiba society. They are closely related to praise and
blame. A person that does a noble act who is praised for his/her actions is
rewarded by certain gifts or benefits to show a form of appreciation for the
actions done. Another who does ignoble acts is punished for what he/she
is blamed for, to serve as a deterrent to others. The Yoruba society has
been a developed society long before European colonisation and there are
established institutions to issue reward and punishment. There are two
basic types of rewards and punishments; the one that will take place while
on earth and the one that will take place after death. According to
Awolalu, who believes in these two judgements among the Yorlbd, he
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says judgement goes on all the time, even here on earth. He mentions anti-
wickedness divinities such as Ayeléla or Sdng6é who can and do single out
wicked persons for punishment which may result in “bad” death. There
is a strong belief in retributive judgement on earth which is instantaneous
in most cases. Esu is understood in Yoruba religion as the one who
occupies the apex of the Yoruba pantheon because he serves the policing
function.8l

The second notion of reward and punishment is the one that occurs
after death this type of judgement is what Awolalu calls post-mortem
judgement. Awolalu® shares the same view with Idowu33 because they
both maintain that the reward for good behaviour is to go into orun rere-
good heaven, while the punishment for bad behaviour is to go into orun
buriki (bad heaven or orun &paad'i). This judgement is based on the deeds
of the individual while on earth. This belief in post mortem judgement is
emphasised by the belief that each person will account for what he/she did
on earth without holding back anything. These two types of judgement:
reward and punishment on earth and post-mortem judgement guide the
way of living of the Yoruba. Everything a Yoruba does is influenced with
this consciousness and it is because of this the Yoruba are very cautious of
what they do. Freewill is very crucial to reward and punishment because it
will be unjust to punish someone or reward another if the actions were not
free. Reward and punishment are premised on freewill. This is because a
person is punished based on the belief that he/she deserves to be punished.
This is right and it is what is practiced by most civil societies. However,
majority of our societies if not all condemns punishing of the innocent or
punishment known as unjust. This means when a person commits a crime
and he/she is punished accordingly, it is just. This is only meaningful
when freewill is present. Most societies have taken the belief in freewill
for granted and they simply belief it exists which guides the Systems of
justice. This is why L&beodan says punishment should be for voluntary
human actions; actions that have been deliberated upon before one decides
to carry them out, and that it is only in that case that one could be said to
be morally responsible for their consequences. She says further
emphatically that, man is believed to have control over his actions, for he
is not just thrown into the world. He has freedom of choice and he is a free
moral agent.% The Yoruba believe also that in order to be prosperous and
happy, one is obliged to do the right things because there are rewards for
doing right and punishment for doing wrong.® The whole notion of the
concept of reward and punishment in the Yorlbé& belief System show the
belief of the people in freewill. Reward and punishment are premised on
the existence of freewill.
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Conclusion

The concept of freewill is clearly embedded in the philosophy of the
Yoruba as it is seen in the different areas where it features. Even though
determinism is true as in the case of Ori and other similar notions, a man
has more than one possible future determinable by different other factors
subject to his personal will. These are factors like strength of character,
education, association, exposure, life style among several others. The
problem in the hasty conclusion that it does not exists among the Yoriiba
may be valid in certain circumstances if the westem idea is wrongly
situated within the ffamework of the Yoruba religion. This is because of
the ideological and ontological differences between the two schools of
thoughts, and also, if the ideas of causality in Yoruba religion such as Ori,
Akiunleyan, Ayanmd, Ipin, Kadara, Ogo and Irdwo, among others, are
examined hastily, at a surface value. However, it is clear from the
foregoing discussion that there is freewill in Yoruba philosophy. This idea
of freewill is the kind that accommodates both the decrees of fate or the
fore-ordaining antecedent causes and the notion of individual human
responsibility.
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