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Abstract
The question of whether human beings are truly free to determine the
course of their lives, or whether that course is fixed by forces beyond their
control, stands among the oldest and most stubbornly contested problems
in philosophy. Western thought has debated this question primarily
through the opposition of determinism and free will, and the
compatibilist attempt to reconcile them. Yet this framing, however
productive within its own context, does not exhaust the philosophical
possibilities. Yoruba, Igbo, and Hausa-Fulani philosophical traditions
have each articulated sophisticated metaphysical accounts of destiny that
refuse the Western binary and chart a different course entirely. The
Yoruba concept of Ori is the personal spiritual principle chosen before
birth that governs the shape of a life. The Igbo concept of Chi is the divine
double whose collaborative relationship with the human self constitutes a
model of co-agency. The Hausa-Fulani concept of Kaddara is the divine
decree that encompasses human striving without suppressing it. Together,
these three concepts form a comparative matrix of African thinking about
destiny that has rarely received the philosophical attention it deserves.
This paper argued that these three traditions, read comparatively,
constitute a coherent African metaphysics of destiny in which moral
agency is not an afterthought but a structural necessity. Each concept
preserves a distinction between what is metaphysically settled and what
is genuinely open to human determination, and this distinction, present
across traditions with markedly different cosmological frameworks,
suggests that the preservation of moral agency is not incidental to African
thinking about destiny but is one of its deepest commitments. The paper
engaged Western compatibilist philosophy, particularly the positions of
Strawson and Frankfurt, as a comparative interlocutor, and argued that
African frameworks offer resources that Western compatibilism lacks,
especially in their account of the relational and communal constitution of
moral agency. The paper further situates these findings within
contemporary social ontology and philosophy of religion, arguing that
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African frameworks offer resources for the relational turn in theories of
agency and for reintegrating religious and philosophical accounts of

human action.
Keywords: Ori, Chi, Kaddara, African metaphysics, destiny, moral agency,

Introduction

Wande Abimbola (1975), reflecting on the philosophical content of the Ifa
divination corpus, observed that the Yoruba tradition had developed a remarkably
detailed account of the relationship between what a person brings into the world and
what they make of it through their own choices and conduct. This observation,
deceptively simple in formulation, opens onto one of the richest and most
philosophically demanding questions in African thought: how are we to understand
the relationship between the destiny a person carries and the agency they exercise?
The question is not uniquely African. It is, in one form or another, the question that
has preoccupied Western philosophy of action since the Stoics debated fate and
freedom, that has animated Islamic theology in its discussions of divine decree and
human responsibility, and that continues to generate sophisticated argument in
contemporary analytic philosophy. What is distinctive about African engagement
with this question is not its existence but its character: the frameworks developed
within Yoruba, Igbo, and Hausa-Fulani traditions approach the relationship between
destiny and agency through a lens that is irreducibly communal, spiritual, and
relational, and that resists the individualizing and secularizing tendencies that have
shaped Western debate.

In the Western tradition, the problem of free will and determinism has been
addressed in three broad ways. Hard determinism holds that all events, including
human choices, are causally necessitated by prior states of the world, and that this
necessitation is incompatible with genuine moral responsibility. Libertarian free will
holds that human beings possess a capacity for self-origination, an ability to initiate
causal chains that are not themselves determined by antecedent conditions, and that
this capacity is the foundation of moral responsibility. Compatibilism, the most
influential position in contemporary analytic philosophy, holds that moral
responsibility does not require the kind of freedom that determinism rules out. On
the compatibilist view associated with P.F. Strawson (1962) and Harry Frankfurt
(1971), what matters for moral responsibility is not whether an action is causally
undetermined but whether it flows from the right kind of internal structure, whether
the agent's reactive attitudes are engaged, whether the action expresses the agent's
own will in the hierarchically organized sense that Frankfurt elaborates.
Determinism, on this view, is compatible with all the freedom that moral life requires.
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The three African frameworks examined in this paper, Ori in Yoruba thought,
Chi in Igbo cosmology, and Kaddara in Hausa-Fulani philosophical and theological
tradition, each arrive at a position that shares significant structural features with
Western compatibilism without being reducible to it. Like compatibilism, each
framework holds that the existence of a metaphysically fixed or divinely determined
framework for a person's existence does not eliminate genuine moral agency or
responsibility. But each framework enriches this structural parallel with a distinctive
relational ontology that Western compatibilism has largely neglected. Ori, Chi, and
Kaddara all situate human agency within a web of relationships, between the person
and their spiritual double, between the individual and the divine, between the self
and the community, that constitutes rather than constrains genuine freedom. Agency,
in these frameworks, is not the property of an isolated individual will but an
achievement of relational self-constitution.

Conceptual Clarifications
Ori: Head, Destiny, and the Architecture of the Self

The concept of Ori in Yoruba philosophy is at once deceptively simple and
philosophically intricate. At its most literal, Ori denotes the physical head, which
occupies a position of profound symbolic and ritual significance in Yoruba culture.
The head is the seat of the person's spiritual identity, the place where one's destiny
resides in physical form, and the recipient of special ritual attention throughout the
life cycle. But Ori as a philosophical concept reaches well beyond its physical
reference. It designates the metaphysical principle of personal identity and destiny,
the innermost spiritual reality of the individual that precedes and governs earthly
existence.

According to the Ifa corpus, as documented and analyzed by Abimbola (1975),
every individual passes through the spiritual domain of Ile-Ori before entering the
world. In this pre-birth encounter, the person selects their Ori from among the
destinies offered in the divine storehouse. This selection occurs in the presence of
Olodumare, the Supreme Being, and is witnessed by the divinities. The act of
selection is genuinely the individual's own: each person chooses their Ori freely,
though under conditions of incomplete knowledge, since the act of selection occurs
in a spiritual state that is not fully continuous with ordinary earthly consciousness.
Some persons choose wisely, selecting destinies that are rich in possibility and
aligned with their deepest spiritual character. Others choose poorly, through haste,
distraction, or misfortune, selecting destinies that present severe challenges or
limited possibilities. The Yoruba narrative tradition preserves many accounts of
persons who regret their chosen Ori and seek through divination and ritual to
understand and negotiate its demands.
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What makes this account philosophically significant is the structure it gives to
moral responsibility. The individual who chose their Ori freely, even if in a spiritual
rather than fully conscious state, cannot entirely disclaim responsibility for the broad
shape of their earthly existence. The pre-birth choice is the original moral act, the act
that establishes the framework within which all subsequent earthly choices occur. At
the same time, the framework established by Ori is not a rigid script but a range of
possibilities. The Yoruba concept of iwa pele, gentle and good character, names the
quality through which a person most fully actualizes the positive potentialities of
their chosen Ori. A person of strong Ori who neglects iwa pele may fail to realize
what their destiny makes possible, while a person of weaker Ori who cultivates iwa
pele may achieve more than the bare conditions of their destiny would seem to
permit. Abimbola (1975) cites Ifa verses that make this point with considerable
philosophical precision: Ori responds to character, and character is genuinely the
individual's own achievement.

Ori can also be propitiated, that is, ritually attended to and strengthened
through prayer, sacrifice, and the cultivation of right relationship with the divinities.
This ritual dimension is not mere superstition but encodes a philosophical position:
the relationship between the person and their Ori is dynamic and responsive rather
than fixed and mechanical. The person who pays careful ritual attention to their Ori

is not attempting to change a predetermined fate but to deepen their alignment with
the spiritual principle that is already their own innermost self. In this sense,
propitiation of Ori is analogous to what Western philosophy might call moral self-
cultivation: the deliberate effort to bring one's character and conduct into alignment
with one's deepest identity.

Chi: The Divine Double and the Grammar of Co-Agency

In Igbo cosmology, the personal spiritual companion known as Chi occupies a
position that is in some respects analogous to Ori but is structured by a different
logic. Where Ori is chosen by the individual before birth, Chi is assigned by Chukwu,
the Supreme Being. Each person receives a Chi that is uniquely their own, a spiritual
double that accompanies them through earthly life and mediates between the
individual and the cosmic order. Chinua Achebe (1975), in his philosophically rich
essay on Chi in Igbo cosmology, describes Chi as the individual's personal god, a
divine dimension of selfhood that exists in perpetual dialogue with the earthly
person.

The philosophical grammar of Chi is complex, admitting of two competing
readings. On one reading, which would assimilate it to simple predestination, Chi
determines the course of a person's life in ways that the person can neither choose
nor significantly influence. The Igbo expression Chi onye na-achi ya, one's Chi
governs one, seems on its surface to support this reading. But this reading is
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decisively complicated by another foundational proverb: Onye kwe, Chi ya ekwe,
when a person agrees, their Chi agrees. This second proverb introduces a dimension

of co-agency that fundamentally reshapes the framework. Chi's effectual power in a
person's life is not unilateral but conditional on the person's own will, character, and
determination. The Chi of a person who resolves firmly and acts with conviction
amplifies that resolution; the Chi of a person who is irresolute and passive reflects
that irresolution back into the conditions of their life. Chi is not a puppet master but a
resonator: it amplifies and shapes the moral character that the human self brings to
its earthly existence.

Achebe (1975) presses this analysis further by noting the tension within the
Igbo tradition itself over the extent of Chi's power. He cites the observation that no
matter how determined a man was, he could not do more than his Chi permitted,
and then sets against it the equally Igbo insistence that a man who willed something
hard enough would prevail even against Chi. This tension, which Achebe reads as a
productive ambiguity within the tradition, is philosophically generative. It reflects
the Igbo recognition that the relationship between the human self and its spiritual
double is genuinely interactive, that neither the human nor the divine partner is
simply passive, and that the outcome of a life is a joint achievement or failure that
cannot be attributed entirely to either partner alone.

The philosophical implication is that selthood, in the Igbo framework, is
irreducibly relational. The human self is not a self-contained monad of agency that
either does or does not possess free will. It is a relational reality constituted in and
through its ongoing dialogue with its Chi. This relational constitution of selthood
does not diminish moral responsibility; it embeds it within a richer ontological
context. When an Igbo person speaks of what their Chi permits or denies, they are
not evading moral accountability but articulating a philosophy of selfhood in which
the boundaries of the individual are more permeable and more cosmically embedded
than Western individualism typically allows.

Kaddara: Divine Decree and the Space of Human Striving

Kaddara derives from the Arabic gadar, meaning measure, decree, or power,
and it names the Hausa-Fulani concept of divine predetermination. Within the
broader landscape of Islamic theology, the concept of gadar has been one of the most
contested and carefully analyzed notions, generating centuries of theological and
philosophical debate within the Islamic intellectual tradition. As received and
elaborated in the Hausa-Fulani context, shaped by the scholarly tradition of the
Sokoto Caliphate and the long history of Islamic learning in northern Nigeria,
Kaddara refers to the divine decree by which Allah has foreknown and ordained all
that will occur, including the specific circumstances, character, and ultimate fate of
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every human being. This is a robust theological claim, and its philosophical

implications require careful unpacking.

The critical question is whether divine foreordination, understood in this
comprehensive sense, leaves any genuine space for human deliberation, choice, and
moral responsibility. Two extreme positions have been taken within Islamic theology.
Hard predestinarianism, associated with certain strands of Ash'ari theology,
maintains that human actions are entirely created by Allah, and that human
responsibility is in some sense nominal, a matter of divine attribution rather than
genuine causation. Mu'tazilite theology, at the other extreme, insisted on full human
self-determination as the only basis for genuine moral accountability, at the price of a
significant limitation of divine omnipotence. The mainstream position, which Hausa-
Fulani intellectual culture has largely followed, navigates between these extremes
through the concept of kasb or acquisition: human beings genuinely acquire their
actions, even as those actions are created by Allah, and this acquisition is the basis of
genuine moral responsibility. As Hourani (1985) has shown in his careful analysis of
Islamic ethics, this position represents a sophisticated attempt to preserve both
divine sovereignty and human accountability without sacrificing either to the other.

In the everyday moral culture of the Hausa-Fulani, this theological
sophistication finds expression in a set of proverbial and practical attitudes that resist
the fatalistic interpretation that outsiders have sometimes imposed on Islamic
notions of divine decree. The Hausa proverb Mutum ya yi kokari, Allah ya kaddara,
man strives, God determines, is not an instruction to abandon striving but a
characterization of the proper relationship between human effort and divine
sovereignty. The striving comes first; the determination follows and encompasses it.
A person who fails to strive cannot invoke Kaddara as an excuse, for the Hausa-
Fulani tradition holds, in line with broader Islamic jurisprudence, that the failure to
strive is itself a moral failing for which the person is responsible. Izutsu (1966)
demonstrates in his analysis of Quranic ethical concepts that the concept of taklif,
religious and moral obligation, presupposes genuine human freedom: one cannot be
obligated to do what one has no capacity to do. The existence of a comprehensive
divine decree is thus understood within this tradition as compatible with, and indeed
as the cosmic framework that makes possible, genuine human moral obligation and
responsibility.

Methodology

The methodology of this paper is conceptual and analytical, a form of
philosophical analysis that proceeds by the careful examination of the meaning,
internal structure, and logical implications of key concepts, with sustained attention
to the contexts, traditions, and purposes that give those concepts their philosophical
significance. Conceptual analysis of this kind is not culturally neutral: the choice to
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analyze African philosophical concepts using tools developed largely within the
Western analytic tradition carries the risk of distortion, of imposing categories and
assumptions that are foreign to the traditions under analysis. This paper takes that
risk seriously and attempts to mitigate it through a methodology that is informed by
the principle of what Wiredu (1996) calls conceptual decolonization.

Conceptual decolonization, as Wiredu develops it, does not mean the rejection
of comparative analysis or the insistence that African concepts can only be
understood in isolation from Western ones. It means, rather, the commitment to
engaging African concepts on their own terms, allowing their internal logic and their
native contexts to set the parameters of the analysis before those concepts are
brought into comparison with Western alternatives. The procedure of this paper
follows this commitment: each of the three African concepts is analyzed first in its
own right, drawing on the philosophical literature that has developed within and
around each tradition, before the comparative analysis is undertaken. The
comparative analysis is then developed in a spirit of genuine dialogue rather than
hierarchical assessment.

The sources for the analysis of African concepts include the philosophical
literature on Yoruba, Igbo, and Hausa-Fulani thought, oral traditions and proverbs as
documented by scholars of African philosophy and culture, and the Ifa corpus as the

most extensive philosophical text of Yoruba tradition. These sources are treated as
genuine philosophical materials deserving the same kind of careful reading and
rigorous analysis that is accorded to canonical Western philosophical texts. The
tendency to treat African oral and cosmological sources as mere ethnographic data,
interesting as cultural evidence but not as philosophical argument, is itself an
expression of the colonial epistemology that this paper works against.

Literature Review

The philosophical study of African concepts of destiny has developed over
several decades, drawing on the work of scholars in philosophy, religious studies,
and African cultural studies. Wande Abimbola's sustained engagement with the Ifa
corpus represents the foundational philosophical analysis of Ori. His documentation
and interpretation of the sixteen major Odu, the primary sections of the Ifa divination
literature, provides the most philosophically detailed account of how Yoruba
thought understands the relationship between the destiny chosen before birth and
the character cultivated through earthly life. Abimbola's work establishes clearly that
Ori is not a rigid fate but a range of possibility whose actualization depends on the
quality of the person's moral conduct and spiritual engagement.

Segun Gbadegesin (1991) builds on Abimbola's textual scholarship to develop
a systematic philosophical analysis of Yoruba thought on personhood and moral
agency. Gbadegesin's account is particularly valuable for its argument that the
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Yoruba concept of the person is constitutively moral: to be a person, in the fullest
Yoruba sense, is not merely to be a biological individual but to be a self that is
actively engaged in the realization of its moral possibilities. This argument gives
philosophical depth to the concept of iwa pele and situates it within a broader
account of Yoruba ethics and metaphysics.

On the Igbo side, Chinua Achebe's (1975) essay on Chi in Igbo cosmology
remains the single most philosophically rich analysis of that concept. Achebe's

literary intelligence gives his philosophical analysis a precision and a sensitivity to
internal tension that purely academic treatments often lack. He identifies the
fundamental ambiguity in Igbo discourse about Chi, the tension between the view
that Chi is sovereign and the view that human will can prevail against it, and treats
this ambiguity not as a defect to be resolved but as a philosophical resource that
encodes the Igbo recognition of the complexity of the human-divine relationship.

Innocent Onyewuenyi (1984) provides an important complement to Achebe's
analysis by situating the concept of Chi within a broader account of Igbo
metaphysics. Onyewuenyi argues that Igbo thought operates with a fundamentally
relational and process-oriented ontology in which the self is not a static substance but
a dynamic reality constituted through its ongoing relationships with the divine, the
communal, and the cosmic. This relational ontology provides the metaphysical
framework within which the concept of Chi becomes fully intelligible.

The literature on Kaddara and Hausa-Fulani philosophical thought is less
developed within academic African philosophy, reflecting the broader tendency to
treat Islamic intellectual traditions as belonging to Middle Eastern rather than
African philosophy. George Hourani's (1985) study of reason and tradition in Islamic
ethics provides an indispensable account of the philosophical debates about divine
decree and human freedom within the Islamic tradition, demonstrating the
sophistication of Islamic ethical theory and its nuanced position on the relationship
between God's foreordination and genuine human responsibility. Toshihiko Izutsu's
(1966) analysis of ethico-religious concepts in the Quran provides an even more
detailed account of the specific theological vocabulary through which Islamic
thought has engaged the question of human moral agency within a framework of
divine decree. Murray Last's (1967) historical scholarship on the Sokoto Caliphate
provides the essential contextual background for understanding how these Islamic
philosophical traditions were received and elaborated within northern Nigerian
intellectual culture.

In Western philosophy, the compatibilist tradition provides the most
productive comparative framework. P.F. Strawson's (1962) account of moral
responsibility grounds it not in the metaphysics of causation but in the interpersonal
attitudes, reactive emotions like gratitude, indignation, and moral praise and blame,
that constitute the fabric of human moral relationships. This account is particularly
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relevant to African frameworks of destiny because it locates moral agency within a
relational rather than an individualistic context. Harry Frankfurt's (1971) account of
freedom of the will in terms of hierarchical desires, the capacity to form second-order
volitions about one's first-order desires, provides a further Western comparative
point: like the African frameworks, Frankfurt's account treats freedom as a property
of the internal structure of the will rather than of its causal history. Robert Kane's
(1996) comprehensive study of the significance of free will surveys the full range of
Western positions and provides a useful backdrop against which the distinctive
features of African frameworks can be assessed.

Results
The Structural Architecture of Agency: Fixed Frame, Open Field

A comparative reading of Ori, Chi, and Kaddara reveals a common structural
architecture that distinguishes all three from simple fatalism. Each concept operates
with a distinction between what might be called the fixed frame and the open field of
human existence. The fixed frame consists of those aspects of a person's situation that
are determined before or independently of their earthly choices: the Ori chosen in the
divine storehouse, the Chi assigned by Chukwu, the Kaddara decreed by Allah. The
open field consists of the domain of genuine human choice, character, and moral
striving that unfolds within the fixed frame. The relationship between these two
dimensions is not one of simple containment, in which the fixed frame merely limits
an otherwise unconstrained freedom, but one of dynamic interaction, in which the
fixed frame and the human agent mutually shape each other's expression.

In Yoruba thought, the fixed frame is the Ori, but the Ori's expression in
earthly life is not predetermined in its details. The Ori establishes a range of spiritual
possibilities, a characteristic configuration of potential that the person may actualize
more or less fully depending on the quality of their moral conduct and spiritual
cultivation. The same Ori, in different hands, might produce very different earthly
lives, depending on whether its bearer cultivates iwa pele or allows their character to
degrade. Abimbola (1975) documents Ifa verses that describe persons with identical
or very similar Ori who achieve markedly different outcomes in life, precisely
because of differences in the moral quality of their earthly conduct. This suggests that
Ori functions more like a musical key than a musical score: it sets the tonal
framework within which the person's life-melody must be composed, but the actual
melody, its richness, its expressiveness, its ultimate beauty or ugliness, is determined
by the composer's own art.

In Igbo thought, the fixed frame is the Chi, but as Achebe's (1975) analysis
demonstrates, Chi's power in a life is partly constituted by the quality of the human
partner. The Chi of a person of strong character and resolute will operates differently
from the Chi of a person of weak character and passive disposition. This is not
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because some Chi are better than others, though the Igbo tradition does acknowledge
variation in the quality of Chi assigned to different individuals, but because the Chi-
human relationship is genuinely bilateral: what the human partner brings to the
relationship shapes what the Chi can express through it. The person who takes their
Chi seriously, who attends to its guidance and aligns their choices with its wisdom,
creates the conditions for a richly realized life. The person who ignores or resists
their Chi creates the conditions for a life that falls below its potential.

In Hausa-Fulani thought, the fixed frame is Kaddara, divine decree. But as the

theological tradition carefully specifies, the decree encompasses not only the
conditions of human existence but also the human choices that will be made within
those conditions, and those choices remain genuinely the person's own. The
philosophical point, developed with considerable subtlety in Islamic ethical theory, is
that divine foreknowledge does not entail divine compulsion. Allah knows what
each person will freely choose, and this knowledge is incorporated into the divine
decree, but the knowing does not cause the choosing. The person who chooses well
does so freely; the person who chooses poorly does so freely. Kaddara is the horizon
within which genuine human self-determination occurs, not a mechanism that
replaces it.

Moral Responsibility as Relational Achievement

The three frameworks converge not only in their structural architecture but in
their shared understanding of moral responsibility as a relational rather than
individual achievement. Western compatibilism, particularly in its Frankfurtian form,
understands moral responsibility as a property of the individual agent's internal
psychological structure: an action is morally attributable to an agent when it flows
from the agent's own will, understood as a hierarchically organized system of first
and second-order desires. The African frameworks examined here locate moral
responsibility in a richer relational context that includes the agent's relationship with
their spiritual double, the divine, and the human community.

In Yoruba thought, moral failure is not merely a failure of individual will but
a failure of relationship. The person who cultivates iwa buruku, bad character, is
failing not only themselves but their Ori, the spiritual principle that is their deepest
self, the divinities who oversee their conduct, and the community whose life their
conduct affects. Conversely, the person who cultivates iwa pele is fulfilling a set of
relational obligations that extend far beyond the boundaries of individual self-
interest. Moral responsibility, on this account, is the responsibility of a relationally
constituted self toward the full web of relationships that constitutes its being.

In Igbo thought, the concept of Chi embeds moral responsibility within the
bilateral relationship between the human self and its divine double. The person who
makes consistently poor choices is failing the Chi that has been entrusted with the
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spiritual oversight of their existence. Achebe (1975) notes that the Igbo people
understood that a man who through his own fault failed to achieve his destiny came
to be regarded as a person whose Chi was lowered by their conduct. This lowering is
not a punishment imposed from outside but a relational consequence of the human
partner's failure to uphold their side of the Chi relationship. The human self and its
Chi are co-responsible for the quality of a life, and the human partner who fails in
their responsibility weakens the partnership as a whole.

In Hausa-Fulani thought, moral responsibility is embedded in the relationship
between the human person and Allah, mediated by the structure of taklif, divine
moral obligation. The obligation to act rightly is not an external constraint imposed
on an antecedently free individual but a constitutive feature of the human person as
created and sustained by Allah. To be a human being, in the Islamic anthropology
that underlies Hausa-Fulani thought, is to be a being under obligation, a vicegerent
of Allah on earth who is responsible for the stewardship of the capacities and
opportunities with which Allah has entrusted them. Kaddara, on this account, does
not undermine moral responsibility but grounds it in the deepest possible way:
human freedom and human accountability are features of the divine decree itself.

Discussion

The comparative analysis of Ori, Chi, and Kaddara generates several
philosophical insights that deserve careful development beyond the immediate
results of the comparison.

The most significant insight concerns the relationship between African
frameworks of destiny and Western compatibilism. The structural parallel between
the two is genuine and philosophically illuminating: both hold that a form of
metaphysical determination, whether causal, spiritual, or divine, is compatible with
genuine moral agency and responsibility. But the parallel masks an important
difference. Western compatibilism, in both its Strawsonian and Frankfurtian forms,
operates with an essentially individualistic conception of the moral agent. For
Strawson (1962), moral responsibility is grounded in the reactive attitudes that
persons in the participant stance take toward each other; the moral community is
constituted by these bilateral interpersonal relationships, but the individual agent
remains the basic unit of analysis. For Frankfurt (1971), freedom of the will is a
property of the individual agent's hierarchically organized desire structure; the social
and relational context of agency is largely background to rather than constitutive of
the will.

The African frameworks challenge this individualism at a deep level. Ori, Chi,
and Kaddara all situate the human agent within a web of constitutive spiritual and
communal relationships that are not merely background conditions but are part of
the agent's very identity. The self that exercises moral agency in Yoruba thought is a

324



IDEAS: Uniuyo Journal of Philosophy and Multi-Disciplinary Studies Vol. 1, No. 6, JUNE 2026
self whose identity is partly constituted by its chosen Ori, its relationship with the
divinities, and its embeddedness in the human and spiritual community. The self
that exercises moral agency in Igbo thought is a self that exists in bilateral dialogue
with its Chi and is therefore never fully self-contained. The self that exercises moral
agency in Hausa-Fulani thought is a self constituted by its vicegerency, its divinely
ordained role as a responsible steward of the capacities with which it has been
entrusted. In each case, the moral agent is irreducibly relational, and the moral
agency it exercises is a relational achievement rather than an individual property.

This relational account of moral agency has important implications for moral
philosophy beyond the immediate context of African thought. It suggests that the
individualism of Western compatibilism is not a philosophically necessary feature of
an adequate account of moral responsibility but a culturally specific assumption that
a more adequate account would revise. Philosophers working in the tradition of
social ontology, such as Charles Taylor (1985) and Axel Honneth (1995), have
developed accounts of the social constitution of agency and identity that share
significant features with the African relational ontologies examined here. The African
frameworks provide these Western relational accounts with a set of resources,
particularly in their treatment of the spiritual and cosmic dimensions of relational
constitution, that social ontology has not yet fully explored.

A second significant implication concerns the philosophy of religion. Each of
the three African frameworks examined here is simultaneously a philosophical and a
religious account of human destiny. This dual character is not a weakness but a
strength, reflecting the African philosophical insight that the deepest questions about
human existence cannot be adequately addressed without attending to the cosmic
and spiritual dimensions of that existence. Western academic philosophy, in its effort
to achieve secular generality, has largely separated philosophical from religious
accounts of human agency, treating the question of free will as a problem in
metaphysics and philosophy of action that can be addressed without reference to
theological commitments. The African frameworks suggest that this separation
impoverishes both the philosophical and the theological discussion, leaving each
without the resources that the other could provide.

Evaluation

The first is the empirical reductionist challenge: the claim that Ori, Chi, and
Kaddara are simply false as ontological claims, and that their philosophical analysis,
however sophisticated, is ultimately an analysis of elaborate fictions. This objection
has genuine force, and the paper does not claim to refute it on empirical grounds.
What the paper claims is that the philosophical analysis of these concepts, their
internal structure, their implications for moral philosophy, and their comparative
relationship to Western frameworks, is a legitimate and valuable enterprise
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independently of the question of their metaphysical truth. The conceptual resources
encoded in Ori, Chi, and Kaddara are philosophically significant whether or not the
specific metaphysical claims they carry are true, just as the philosophical analysis of
Platonic Forms, Kantian transcendental selves, or Cartesian mental substance is
valuable independently of whether these entities exist.

The second objection concerns internal diversity. The Yoruba, Igbo, and
Hausa-Fulani traditions are not monolithic, and there are genuine disputes within
each tradition about the interpretation of these concepts. Some Yoruba scholars have
emphasized the deterministic aspects of Ori more strongly than others; some Igbo
philosophers have read Chi in ways that give less scope for human co-agency than
Achebe's interpretation allows; some Hausa-Fulani theologians have maintained
positions closer to hard predestinarianism than to the nuanced compatibilism that
this paper attributes to the mainstream tradition. The paper acknowledges this
diversity and treats its conclusions as characterizations of the dominant strands
within each tradition rather than as claims about all possible interpretations.

The third objection concerns the methodological risks of cross-cultural
comparison. The use of Western philosophical categories such as compatibilism,
relational ontology, and moral responsibility to analyze African concepts risks
imposing those categories in ways that distort the African concepts or fail to capture

what is most philosophically interesting about them from within their own traditions.
This risk cannot be fully eliminated in any comparative philosophical project, but it
can be mitigated by the kind of close, contextually sensitive conceptual analysis that
this paper has attempted. The goal is not to reduce African concepts to Western
categories but to open a dialogue in which each tradition illuminates and challenges
the other.

Conclusion

Ori, Chi, and Kaddara, taken together and analyzed comparatively, constitute
one of the most philosophically sophisticated bodies of thought on the relationship
between destiny and moral agency that any philosophical tradition has produced.
Each concept preserves a genuine space for human moral agency within a
framework of cosmic or divine determination; each situates that agency within a
richly relational ontology of the self; and each grounds moral responsibility not in the
metaphysics of uncaused causation but in the quality of the agent's relational self-
constitution. Read against the background of Western compatibilism, these African
frameworks confirm the compatibilist insight that metaphysical determination and
genuine moral agency are compatible, while enriching that insight with an account of
the relational and spiritual dimensions of agency that Western compatibilism has
largely neglected. African philosophy has much to contribute to the global
philosophical discussion of free will and moral responsibility, and that contribution
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deserves the serious philosophical engagement that this paper has attempted to
provide.

Recommendations

Scholars working on Hausa-Fulani philosophy should collaborate directly
with specialists in Islamic theology and jurisprudence, through joint seminars, co-
authored studies, and shared graduate supervision, so that the treatment of divine
decree and human freedom is grounded in primary Islamic sources rather than
secondary summaries, since the Hausa-Fulani contribution to African philosophy of
action cannot be adequately understood without this deeper engagement.

Philosophy departments at African universities should introduce a dedicated
course, or a dedicated module within an existing course, on African philosophy of
action and agency, using the comparative framework developed in this paper as a
starting syllabus and revising it as further comparative studies of specific African
traditions become available.

International philosophy journals should commission special issues or themed
sections that pair African philosophical frameworks with debates in analytic
philosophy of action, moral philosophy, and philosophy of religion, and should
actively invite joint submissions from Africanist and analytic philosophers to ensure
the dialogue happens in print rather than in parallel.

Scholars should undertake fieldwork-based and textual research on Hausa-
Fulani philosophical thought specifically, drawing on primary Hausa and Arabic
sources rather than translated summaries, to correct its underrepresentation relative
to Yoruba and Igbo philosophy in the existing literature.

Future comparative studies should apply the specific analytic distinction used
here, between what is metaphysically settled and what remains open to human
determination, to other African traditions such as the Akan concepts of sunsum and
hyebea, the Zulu concept of isithunzi, and Ubuntu-based accounts of relational
agency, in order to test directly whether the pattern identified in this paper holds
across the wider continent.
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