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The Golden Rule principle in an African
ethics, and Kant’'s Categorical
Imperative

A comparative study on the foundation of morality

by Godwin Azenabor

Abstract: The Golden Rule principle in an African ethics, andKant's
Categorical Imperative: A comparative study on thefoundation of moral-
ity. This research attempts to throw light on, and sttmvfundamental simi-
larities and diffeences between, African and Western ethical cormeptby
examining the foundation of ethics and moralitythe two systems, using the
Golden rule principle in an African ethics and Karntategorical imperative in
Western ethics as tools of comparative analysisAfrican indigenous ethics re-
volves around the ‘Golden Rule Principle’ as themadte moral principle. This
principle states that, ‘Do unto others what you w#em to do unto you'. This
principle compares favorably with Immanuel Kant'sage main thrust is found
in his ‘Categorical Imperative’, with the injunctidfor us to ‘Act only on that
maximthrough which you can at the same time will thaghiould become a uni-
versal law.” The categorical imperative becomeskant, the principle of reason
and universalizability, which according to Kant, ¢ategorical and must be
equally binding on everyond&his idea of Kant, we argue, compares with the
‘Golden Rule Principle’. Both are rationalistic asdcial but the limitation of
Kant which | hope to point out is the idea that alantentions can be fully
grounded on reason. | argue that human interesetiare is the basis for moral-
ity. This refusal to see the wider horizon of muyailks precisely the limitation of
Kant’s principle, which makes it quite insufficieas the foundation of morality.
The African conception is more humanistic and betescribes morality. The
main difference between the two ethical systenssihiethe fact that whereas the
‘golden rule’ starts from the self and considers tonsequences on the self be-
fore others, theiniversalizability principle on the other hand cdess the con-
sequences on others first before self.
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Introduction

This discourse shows how the traditional Africampexences, compre-
hends, conceptualizes and communicates moraly@dtitin his thought
system with the ‘Golden Rule Principle’. We situthtes against a west-
ern paradigm and examine the foundation of ethnckraorality in Afri-
can thought system against Kant's ‘universalisgbilprinciple’ in
western system of thought. We shall examine the@at®y or inadequacy
of the two principles with regards to value judgmenmoral valuation.
We argue that both are rationalistic and socialtbat that of Kant is in-
sufficient as the foundation of morality and thia¢ tAfrican’s, which is
more humanistic and pragmatic, describes moraétieb.

We begin by clarifying some of the central consefdthics’, ‘mo-
rality’ and ‘African ethics’, in order to bettertsate our discourse and
guide the reader.

Ethics in general, consists in the study of thedamental princi-
ples guiding the good of the individual within tbentext of the social in-
teractions and the community. It is that branctkmmdwledge that deals
with human behavior or conduct. It studies the ‘sllgnd ‘why-nots’ of
human action or conduct. There are different seokethics:

(1) There is the sense of ethics as a theoretiw@rprise. Here ethics
deals with the fundamental questions of moral laguestions like,
how | am supposed to behave? What is good and ishlahd?
Ethical prescriptions try to give answers to th@sestions. It is in
this respect that we define ethics as that brarfcphdosophy
which deals with principles underlining human coctdar behav-
lour.

(2) There is a sense ethics as a science — a fieens&ience (as op-
posed to empirical science) of human conduct — abu@ because
it sets out to describe how thingaghtto be, not how thingare.
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3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

African Golden Rule principle and Kant's Categotitaperative

The empirical sciences are concerned wébts while ethics is
concerned witlvalues

There is ethics as a value system. The judgmédmnch ethics
makes concerning issues is referred to as valusse\fefers to the
desirable good, a worthwhile and worthy pursuitluéacan be in-
dividual or social, subjective or objective, instrental or intrinsic,
but it is contextual.

There is a sense of ethics as a mode of moraluct, action or be-
haviour. This is morality. Ethics is referred toths study of the
principle of morality and morality refers to a sétrules and norms
for guiding and regulating the conduct of peoplé¢ha society or
their behavior patterns. Morality is the basis dtnics because we
already had a sense of morality before ethics; i@ reflection
on the principles underlying our moral conduct. My is the rule
of conduct for harmonious living in the society.

There is a sense of ethics as a set of congagerning principles,
code of conducts, governing the moral behaviouadaiivity of a
people, group or organization, like work ethicgfpssional ethics,
etc.

There is also a sense of ethics as appliée application of ethical
theories and principles to controversial problemd #&opics like
euthanasia, abortion, suicide, homosexuality, pgutsn, etc.

The sense in which ethics is used in this study e fourth sense of
ethics. Ethics as a principle is universal; thewe always principles that
others can share and adopt because ofianan beingnessvhereas mo-
rality is cultural, societal and relative. Moralig/the practical, while eth-
ics is the theoretical. Furthermore, ethics is &ndd system, while
morality is often based on a personal or sociakbekthics especially in
a profession can be more compelling than moraliityfact, ethical sys-
tems are enforceable whereas moral systems are not.

African ethics is that branch of African philosgptwhich deals

with the critical reflection on the manner, or matwf life, conduct, be-
havior and character of the African. African ethissdefined by K.
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Wiredu ‘as the observance of rules for the harmamiadjustment of the
interest of the individual to those of others ircisty’ (Wiredu 1998:

210), it is the conceptualization, appropriatiomntextualization and
analysis of values within the African cultural expace. African ethics
presupposes a regional ethics. Even though theaneésdeas of univer-
sal character are propounded in ethics, they dodnarge from their

prevailing cultural experience, the philosophiqailis of their age, chal-
lenges of the time, history, tradition and civitioa that they find them-
selves. This is the basis then for the appellatacan ethics’.

The Golden Rule Principle in an African Ethics and
Kant’'s Universalizability Principle

An African indigenous ethics revolve round the ‘Gant rule principle’ as
the ultimate moral principle. Bolaji Idowu in hisdk Olodumare God in
Yoruba Religionrmaintains that the Yorubas have a fundamentatathi
principle and he identified this as the Golden pi@ciple. This principle
states as follows: ‘Do unto others what you waseinihto do unto you’.
This principle dates back to the biblical days.u3e€hrist in the begin-
ning of the Common Era is reported to have admewishAll things
whatsoever you would that men should do unto yauewen to them'.
The principle is also similar to the biblical ingtron ‘love thy neighbor
as thy self’ and also as far back as 500 BC, Camdus credited with the
view that:

‘Do unto another what you would have him do unta yod do not to another

what you would not have him do unto you. Thou nettlds law alone. It is
the foundation of the rest’ (llawole: 2006, 50).

These principles of Confucius are contained inrtime ancient Chinese
works handed down by Confucius and his followers.

For the purpose of this work however, | am thrayvimy philoso-
phical nest into an African indigenous territonaters; the Esan cultural
paradigm, in order to avoid the charge of over-gaimtion and to better
situate an African ethics within a socio-culturahtext. The Esan com-
munity is found in Edo State, Nigeria, to the soa#st of Benin King-
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dom in the old Midwestern region of Nigeria. TheaEsommunity lies
between latitudes 6.15’ and 6.36’ north and lorapti 6.15" and 6.25’
east of the equator (Okojie, 1994, 1). It consddtsaabout thirty tribal
groupings or sub-cultural divisions, namely Ekpontaoro, Opoji,
Uromi, Urhohi, Irrua, Ewu, Ugboha, Oria, Ubiaja, &JdDkhuesan, Emu,
Ohordua, Ewohimi, Ewatto, Ewossa, Ekpan, Ebelleal@k Amahor,
Ogwa, Ugun, Ujiogba, Ugbegun, Igueben, Ekekhen@mwa, Ukhun
and ldoa.

The absence of a written tradition has necesditi#ite Esan people
to document their ethics and morality, especiallyhie traditional setting,
in proverbs, music, poems, maxims, incantationepapms, arts, sculp-
ture, etc.

There is the ontological, religious and commualidation of Af-
rican ethics.The Ontological Foundatiomevolves round the basic as-
sumptions of African metaphysics and African mayails a derivative of
African ontology — a wrong moral action is one, gfhbffsets and dimin-
ishes the set-up and man’s life force. African tyd@empels tells us is
something demanded by the very nature of things. ‘tintologically un-
derstood and has social dimension to it. (Tempe&31121).

The Religious foundatiomas to do with the recourse to the gods,
ancestors and deities who are custodians of judticiact, African ethi-
cal system has been said to be based on religatwm. Mbiti in his book
African Religions and Philosoprand Bolaji Idowu inOlodumare: God
in Yoruba Beliethold this view. To these scholars religion is §u
foundational theory of morals in African societi@ut African ethics is
not based on religion; rather religious elemengsaanly part of the moral
scheme. Ethics is not founded on religion, ratkdrere man becomes
handicapped in the enforcement of moral violatidrestakes recourse on
the Gods. In all situations, the African adducessomed arguments why
one ought not to do that which is wrong. So, authaf morality is not
identifiable with the Gods. Oluwole (1992: 67), puhe argument this
way:

... As a matter of fact, social cohesion will eluthe tAfrican if he identifies

the authority of morality with the Gods. This ischase his is a society, which
grants the freedom of religion. The implicationnoéking morality a religious
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concern is therefore unthinkable in a society whbhege are almost as many
gods as there are families.

Rather, what is moral is what promotes the welhbeif the society by
way of harmonization of interest and peaceful cisterce. The role of
religion in morality in African ethics is that tieods are only agents of
moral sanctionsrather thansourcesof morality. The Gods are the last
court of appeal in matters of moral justice. Thisrthe retributive spirit —
this is the tendency to seek compensation and ammpodiation and in
cases where extra-human forces are thought totkenged;purification
not just punishment. This is where the idea ofgaination comes in. So,
the force of religious sanctions only enhancesAfieean value system,
not that it is based on religion. The gods areadians of morality. They
can bring to the limelight what was done in secret.

The justification of the religious assumption, ahiis the relega-
tion of final judgmentof moral actions to the gods, is one of acknowl-
edgement of man’s limitations to produce an obyectiadequate and
reliable system of arriving at moral judgments. Theditional African
seems to realize that no matter how much we tryaseelimited by our
natural ability as man and this makes it impossibteus to have a con-
clusive, objective knowledge of the intension aharal agent. The his-
tory of morality has shown that the other possial®rnative to the
religious assumptions are neither philosophicatigvencing nor are they
more naturally or emotionally satisfying. If for axple, we push moral
justice to man, we discover that we cannot expeeliable system of jus-
tice. And we should not be tempted to accept tlotudi of Protagoras
that ‘man is the measure of all things’, becausze hwe discover the
danger and shortcoming of ideally leaving justizenan as the last arbi-
ter. Moreover, this dictum of Protagoras is base@motional repulsive-
ness, which is rather an arrogant conclusion. Mamat predict with
certainty that what he sows he will reap, he caahwsays plan and know
for sure that his plans will succeed, no matter mowch care he himself
may take. We are very much aware that there & o human knowl-
edge; we are limited by our natural ability as m@n.the other hand, if
we decide to push moral justice to the wind, whatshall have is anar-
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chy. The best we could do, perhaps, is to allowhe has the power or
the ability to know all the factors to pass theafijudgments; after all
human efforts have failed. Bolaji Idowu puts itsthvay:

‘God is the searcher of hearts, who sees and kremesything and whose
judgment is sure, and inescapable’ (Idowu, 1968).16

So it is the Gods who bridge the gap between manitation and abso-
lute justice. The Gods take over where human kndgédestops. The gods
are only agents of moral sanctions rather thanocaiis whose moral
prescriptions man must obey’ (Oluwole, 1982: 14heTgods in tradi-
tional Africa are just safeguards of morality, thhay the police are in
modern society. So there is a conceptual separbétween Religion and
Morality. The point we are making is that ethicsrfaly in African
thought system is a rationally derived principle.

The Communal Foundational Theory

J.C. Ekei in his booKustice in Communalisrf2001: 119-123) informs
us that moral justice within the African traditioreystem is communal.
This, according to him is explained in four essandimensions of com-
munal responsibility, namely, personnel, sociagne@ and metaphysical.
These are various channels of the expressionsgdrihciple of commu-
nal/moral justice.

The influencing factor or guiding principle for nab valua-
tion/judgment in which the Golden rule rests is athyg - what the Esan
people callarumere— the valuer or judge has to place himself ordiérs
in the position of those concerned, he or she malate what is in ques-
tion to himself, see if it can be done to him or, iehe could tolerate or
accommodate the thing in question. By so doing, woald be able to
make fair decisions and move from subjectivism bgectivism, since
whatever answer one gets from the self-examinatitinbe applied to
those before them. This principle of empathy is klasis of the Golden
rule. The principle has to do with initiative, cavption, mutuality and
mediation. This principle is further buttressed &nds similarity in the
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Socratic dictum ‘man know thyself’. You know youlfdast, before oth-
ers — charity begins at home. Scholars have giveedactionism ap-
proach to the golden rule principle by propoundatiger similar theories,
among which are: Ethical Egoism, (selfishness), deample, Thomas
Hobbes (1651), Altruism (unselfishness), for exam@fluguste Comte
(1798), Utilitarianism (the greatest happinesshef greatest number), for
example, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill (1,78®yralism (put-
ting the interest of others alongside one’s intdrdsr example, C.S.
Momoh (1991), Ethics of consensus (sacrificing @justing the interest
of the minority to that of the majority, even aetbost of some self de-
nial), for example, Kwasi Wiredu (1999).

All of the above ethical principles have been gnad along the
golden rule principle as having some areas of cenfte and congruence
with the golden rule principle. But the Golden rplenciple compares fa-
vorably with Immanuel Kant'dJniversalizability principle contained in
his book,Ground Work for the Metaphysics of Moralad Lectures on
Ethics where he proposes a new approach to ethics analitpoby at-
tempting to establish the supreme principle or @ation of morality
(Kant, 1972: 390-392). The main thrust of Kant'edis is found in his
‘categorical imperative’, with the injunction forsuo ‘act only on that
maxim through which you can at the same time \ndk it should become
a universal law’. The categorical imperative becsrfoe Kant, the prin-
ciple of universalizability The moral imperative afniversalizability ac-
cording to Kant, is categorical; must be equallydimg on everyone.

To Kant, all moral concepts have their seat amgirowholly a pri-
ori in human pure reason (Kant, 1974, 710). Tho¥ant, there is no
giver of law or author of morality outside of m&8ince reason endows
man with the capacity to be moral and law abidihégllows that moral-
ity for man is a self-imposed duty and this is wizameant by an ‘im-
perative’. An imperative is a maxim, which statesnaersal principle of
morality, intended to achieve justice, or what Kdnbbed the ‘universal
Kingdom of ends’. The willing of a maxim to becommiversal for the
good of all is what Kant calls the principle whiversalizability which
Imposes.
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The Golden rule principle is however differentrfréant’s princi-
ple of universalizability The main difference between them is that
whereas the Golden rule starts from the self antsiders the conse-
guences of the self first thaiversalizabilityprinciple on the other hand,
starts from other and considers the consequencethenfirst before the
self. Furthermore, the Gold rule principle transtethe self and extends
same to the interest of the others — friends, faamnid community for co-
operation, solidarity and fellowship. To the Goldeite theorist, like for
Kant, using a fellow human being as a means tondnsimmoral. Kant
in fact urged us to treat others as end and nesvareans, which is to fur-
ther one’s own self-interest.

Comparative Critique

Kant’'s position that there is no giver of law ottaar of morality outside
of man has an existential relevance. Kant pays snaationality a com-
plement and develops the idea of moral autonontgnded to debunk the
theory of the Natural Law Doctrine that God or gwperhuman or the
spiritual is the originator of morality. It is frommis Kantian doctrine of
‘moral autonomy’, according to Popper that Sartegedoped his theory
of ‘absolute atheism’ in his existential ethics pper, 1969: 182-183).

But then, by his doctrine of ‘noumena’, Kant is agvéhat total jus-
tice is not achievable here on earth, as such atioe should be made for
virtuous people who could not obtain justice insthfe to do so in the
hereafter. This is also the basis of the Africapesb to the Gods and the
theory of reincarnation, as hoped for redress.

Both principles have suffered devastating critigs For Kant, the
decisive consideration is that one cannot condigtevill the maxim of
an action that is contrary to good morals to berersialized. But Kant's
theory does not solve the problem of morality olugafor the society.
Kant’'s principle of universalizability is not a tesf morality of human
action - it presupposes a morally right actionheatthan prove it. If a
person for instance, is willing to see the maximhaf action become a
universal law, it does not mean that the actioguastion is morally right
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since it is quite possible for a person to wantrfaxim of an immoral

action became a universal law especially if hens-social sadistic or
wants to further disorganize the society and bieak. This is precisely
why Wiredu observed that Kant universalizabilitgany is quite insuffi-

cient as the foundation of morals. If it were, thanciple of non-

contradiction would be the supreme law of moralsg,ibis not (Wiredu,

1995: 392). Simply put, the problem with Kant's mlotheory is that it

does not solve moral problems of what is good. Kea# forgotten that
what is good for the goose may not be good forgtneder, precisely be-
cause one man’s meat is another man’s poison.

According to Kant, reason is required in ratiobaings in order to
deduce actions from the principle of morality; #fere he identifies the
will for rational beings with practical reason. Hewver, David Ross in his
book, Kant’'s Ethical Theory(p. 38) pointed out that Kant can hardly be
right in his theory because reason as we know ithe faculty of appre-
hending truth, while practical reason as suchesf#éiculty of knowing the
truth of what should be done. Ross maintainedithatpossible to know
the truth of what should be done and yet not wilatt accordingly (This
is akrasig human weakness). The point is that Kant’s prilecip limited
and insufficient as the foundation of morality, esjally because it is a
rule of reason, generalization and universal appba. But moral inten-
tion cannot be fully grounded on these. Moralityoahas to do with other
factors like welfare, human interest, justice, hapgs and the will. These
are also principles that we share as human bemgisheey are principles
we can adopt.

Both the Golden rule and Kant’'s universalizabibie rationalistic
and social; they are both principles of reason. Goéden rule is more
humanistic and describes morality better. Howevke, Golden rule,
unlike the universalizability principle, is not ale of generalization or
universal application. It deals with particularusitions, such that every
situation will determine its own rule of applicatio

C.S. Momoh criticizes the Golden rule principlatisg that it has
a ring of immediate reciprocity. He opined furthleat: ‘This principle is
responsible for some of the problems in our sodietyause it is always
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nursing and fanning the prospects of immediategoaisreturns without
consideration for any larger interests of the sgcer the world’ (Mo-
moh, 1991: 127-128). The point is that the Goldae principle is too
personal and neighborly. But the Golden rule isertban reciprocity; it
Is also about empathy, understanding and partioigalt portrays that no
one is an island unto himself — it makes for harynand interrelatedness
in the scheme of things. Hence, the African provéflyou want to go
fast go alone, but if you want to dar, then go with others, go together,
speak together; let your minds be of one accord'.

Finally, it has been suggested that Kant in makisgformulation
on the universalizability theory was influencedRgusseau’s doctrine of
the ‘General Will’, which he (Kant) purified by hisategorical impera-
tive. For Rousseau, the general will is necessardyal but Kant purified
this by making the categorical imperative bid usvith only those max-
ims which are in conformity with the law in general

Conclusion

The foundation of morality for an African Golderdeprinciple isempa-
thy, that of Kant is in its categorical imperative dwiling into the uni-
versalizability principle, reason, duty and goodlwAlthough religion
and the Gods have their roles and place in Afrroanality/ethics, man as
a rational being also has a role to play in forrintppatterns of behavior
and moral principles to regulate human life anddcat. The foundation
for morality must be linked with human interest., Baman interest as
posited by the Golden rule not just human reasoadwill, duty and the
maxim underlying it, or universalism as Kant's theevants us to be-
lieve, describes morality. In morality, there aceumiformities but differ-
ences, there are rabsolutebut theobjective There are no absolutes
because morality can change, depending on whetheotat serves hu-
man interest. It is objective because it is notbasn personal predilec-
tions and subjective enterprise.
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