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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Dear students of PLS1502: Introduction to African Philosophy, 

This tutorial letter will serve as feedback on the third assignment, as well as to give you information 

regarding the forthcoming examinations.  

Assignment 03 was originally due on the 7th of September 2018 and you were given the option to 

do one of two essays. Its unique number was 762040.  

 

We hope that you are enjoying the course and welcome your constructive feedback via email at 

mkhwaesn@unisa.ac.za or khosim@unisa.ac.za or on the discussion forums on myUnisa.  

 

Best of luck in the examinations! 

 

2. COMMENTS ON ASSIGNMENT 03 

 

In this assignment, you had the choice between the following two assignments.  

OPTION A  

“Being morally upright is not as much a matter of pleasing the supernatural forces as it is of 

promoting human welfare” (Bewaji, p. 57).  

Discuss this statement critically, and indicate also why if this is true, there is so much human 

disaster in Africa despite Africa’s humanistic ethics.  

Readings for the assignment  

Prescribed Reading: See J.I.A Bewaji’s essay and the corresponding readings in the Study guide. 

 

OR 
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OPTION B: 

Does it make sense to retain the term ‘Africa’ for the name of the continent even though it was 

initially an imposition on Africans? Discuss critically. 

 

Readings for the assignment: 

See the Study guide: Study Unit 1 especially on the ‘Controversy of the term ‘Africa.’ 

 

We will firstly discuss option A.  

2.1 Assignment 2A 

“Being morally upright is not as much a matter of pleasing the supernatural forces as it is 

of promoting human welfare” (Bewaji, p. 57). Discuss this statement critically, and indicate 

also why if this is true, there is so much human disaster in Africa despite Africa’s 

humanistic ethics.  

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this essay is to discuss Bewaji’s statement that “Being morally upright is not 

as much a matter of pleasing the supernatural forces as it is of promoting human welfare.” 

I will show that for Bewaji, African ethics or morality focuses on human welfare than on serving 

supernatural beings (God/gods). The essay will also attempt to discuss why African ethics despite 

its noble objectives, seems to fail in turning many of African societies into more humane and well-

ordered societies.  

 

Bewaji’s humanistic ethics 

One of the aims of Bewaji’s essay is to critique the fallacy that ‘morality in Africa has a religious 

foundation.’ He questions the notion, as propagated by John Mbiti, J.O. Awolalu and Bolaji Idowu 

that “Africans are in all things religious” (Bewaji 2004: 55).  
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He cites Wiredu who maintains that ethics or morality in Africa is humanistic.  According to Bewaji 

(2004: 56) one does good because it promotes human welfare and it is acceptable to human 

society. 

According to Bewaji, ethics or morality in Africa is humanistic. Moral action and behavior among 

Africans is not inspired by some divine or supernatural being as is the case within Christian ethics. 

One does not do good in order to please or fulfil the will of God or gods. In other words, one’s 

moral actions are not motivated by the need to attain heaven. It is therefore the society that 

decides what action is acceptable and unacceptable. The motivation to do good avoid evil is not 

so much to earn reward from some divine being, but it is for the maintenance of a good and happy 

society. 

Ethics in African society, observes Bewaji, permeates all spheres of life (2004: 56). In fact, even 

the gods who may be in a different sphere of life are expected to be ethical in their behavior. The 

private and the public domains are equally subject to ethical norms. Therefore, religion, like ethics 

plays a social cohesive role and brings order to society (ibid). One is not religious so as to gain 

entry into heaven. One is religious so that one can better function in society and bring order and 

well-being to others. So, even religion in African societies has humanistic interests. Put differently, 

one is religious so that one can be a better human being, who lives in peace and harmony with 

others and the entire cosmos. 

In order to underline the importance of ethics in human affairs, Bewaji explores some Yoruba 

ethical concepts that cut across religion in their meaning. For instance, he discusses the concept 

of ese. According to Bewaji (2004: 57) ese, which is roughly translated as sin, assumes more 

than a religious meaning. He argues that in Yoruba when a person commits sin, he or she has 

not wronged God or the gods and / or ancestors alone. Sin is a wrong act that one commits 

against one’s fellow human beings also. Thus, sin damages anthropological relationships and 

hence causes disorder in the cosmos. To turn away from sin means to leave behind that which 

damages and poisons human relationships (ibid).   

  

Human crises and disasters in the African continent 

If it is true that Africa espouses such a noble ethical system which promotes the well-fare of the 

entire human society, how come that there are so many socio-political and economic problems in 

many countries of the African continent? [Each student is free to take any position on this aspect 

of the assignment question. There are therefore no right or wrong answer].  

Even Bewaji himself has an opinion on this question, which students need not agree with. He 

suggests that most of the troubles in Africa could be alluded to the breakdown in the indigenous 

ethic (Bewaji 2004: 59).  
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Many Africans have turned away from the values and norms once espoused by their culture and 

have embraced a foreign set of values and norms, which do not nourish and regulate their ethical 

life. [Do you agree with Bewaji? Did Africans really turn away from their culture? How can one be 

African and modern at the same time without turning away from their African culture? These are 

all relevant issues which you may want to discuss.] 

 

Conclusion 

I have shown how Bewaji distinguishes between African and Christian ethics. African ethics has 

been shown to be more humanistic than supernatural. It is an order of this-world than of the world-

to-come. [Furthermore, students should also state in a summary form how they have answered 

the question ‘why African continue to be plagued by human catastrophes despite its human-

welfare oriented ethics].  

 

Bibliography 

Bewaji, JAI. 2004. Ethics and Morality and Yoruba culture. In A Companion to African 
Philosophy. Edited by Kwasi Wiredu. Malden, Oxford: Blackwell, 396-403. 
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2.2 Assignment 2B 

“Does it make sense to retain the term ‘Africa’ for the name of the continent even though it 

was initially an imposition on Africans? Discuss critically. 

 

Answer to the question: 
 

 

Introduction 

Restate the assignment question. But also tell us how you will go about answering this question. 

So the introduction may go as follows: 

The purpose of this essay is to discuss critically whether it is sensible to retain the term ‘Africa’ 

when we refer to the geographical area and the people of ‘Africa.’ In other words, I will argue if it 

is necessary or not to use another term for ‘Africa.’  
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Body of the Essay 

The following would be considered as part of the main points of your essay: 

1. Show how the term Africa originated (Pages 2-7 of the study guide)  
o The Greek and Roman roots of the term ‘Africa’. 

 
2. Following this explanation does it make sense to retain this term or should we 

perhaps look for another one?  
 

o You have the following options in answering this question: 
 Yes, it makes sense. 
 No, it does not make sense 
 Yes, and No. 

Whatever option you take, please provide reasons. 
 

o Is it ethically imperative to change the name or not? 
 What will be the value of changing this term for Africans?  
 What would be the advantages and disadvantages of changing or 

retaining the term? 
 

 
Conclusion 

Give a summary of what you have discussed under your main arguments of the essay.  
 

 

Bibliography 

 

All books and articles that have been used in the writing of your essay. 

Khosi, M. and Mkhwanazi, E. 2018. Tutorial letter 101 for PLS1502 (Introduction to African 
Philosophy). Pretoria: Department of Philosophy (UNISA).  

Mkhwanazi, E. 2018. Introduction to African Philosophy: Only study Guide for PLS1502. Pretoria: 
Unisa Press. 

 

3. THE EXAMINATION 

 

3.1   General Information 

In order to prepare yourself well for the final examination, please take note of the following general 

information relating to your October / November 2018 Examinations: 

a) Examination timetable 

A timetable will be posted (If not already) to you in which all the details pertaining to your final 

examinations (such as dates, times, location and the module to be written) will be given. 
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b) Format of the exam paper 

Your examination question paper comprises of three sections. 

- Section A: Multiple-choice question (which totals 20 marks) 

- Section B: Short questions (which totals 30 marks) 

- Section C: Essay type question (which totals 50 marks). Under this section three 

questions will be given of which you will be required to answer only one.  

Please note that this is the first time we follow the format above. Therefore the previous question 

papers that are posted in MyUnisa do not resemble this structure. They comprise only of two 

sections, namely: Section A (short questions); Section B (Essay type questions). 

 

 c) Duration of the Examination   

You will be writing a two hours examination paper. You need to give yourself adequate time to 

complete the paper. Please use your time wisely.  

 

d) Total marks for the exam 

You will be marked out of 100%. However, in the final analysis only 70% of your total exam marks 

will be added to your year mark in order to determine your passing or promotion status. 

 

3.2  Study Units Prescribed for the final Examinations 

The examination which you will sit for in October / November 2018 (the dates of which will be 

made available to you if they have not already been made available) covers the entire content 

of the module. As the entire syllabus of the module will be examined, it would certainly not be 

prudent to attempt to “spot” learn. We suggest that you study and understand all six essays which 

are prescribed, as well as the core debates discussed in the Study Guide.  

 

3.3 Examples of essay-type questions  

 Discuss critically the criteria for determining the ‘Africanity’ of African philosophy. 

 What are the politics behind the question, Is there such a thing as African philosophy?  

 What are the critical issues raised by Ramose in his essay, The Struggle for reason in Africa? 

 Give a critical exposition of one of the ‘cross-cultural’ categories of cognition discussed by 

Biakolo. 

 Would you say that Oruka’s Four Trends in African Philosophy cover sufficiently all the various 

dimensions or approaches to African philosophy? Discuss critically. 
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 Compare and contrast any of the two ‘trends’ discussed by Oruka in his essay, Four Trends 

in African Philosophy. 

 Discuss critically Bewaji’s statement that “the basis of morality in Africa is human welfare.”  

 

3.4 Other Information  

Please ensure that you are seated in the examination venue 15 minutes prior to the 

commencement of the examination, and that you have your identity document(s) and student 

card with you. You will also need to have sufficient stationery in your possession to complete 

writing the examination. 

In the earlier tutorial letters, some guidelines as to how you could write your essay questions in 

the examination were given: please employ this particular methodology in your writing of essays. 

Keep in mind that it is not necessary to reference in the exam.  

 

The use of MyUnisa ‘Exam forum’ 

As the examination nears you are encouraged to make use of a particular forum within the 

Discussion Forum page, namely the “Exam” forum.  

 

This forum was created with the specific intention of providing students the opportunity to post 

any problem you may have with the content of the module prior to your examination. It will proceed 

as follows: 

 

 We will take note of new topics, but will not immediately respond. Rather, YOU should 

respond initially to assist your fellow students. 

 Once we have seen activity related to a specific topic with which students are having 

difficulty, and with which there has been some grappling, we will intervene to assist 

you, if this is needed. 

 

I believe that in following this interactive approach to learning and examination preparation, 

students will gain a great deal of knowledge by assisting one another. 

 

If you have any further problems or difficulties with this module, or should you require clarification 

of anything contained in this tutorial letter, please do feel free to contact your lecturers or e-tutors. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

 

If you have any further problems or difficulties with this module, or should you require clarification 

of anything contained in this tutorial letter, please do feel free to contact your lecturers. We look 

forward to receiving your second assignment. Best of luck in your examinations! 

Sincerely, 

Ms M. Khosi  

Discipline of Philosophy 

Department of Philosophy, Practical and Systematic Theology 

E-mail: khosim@unisa.ac.za 

 

Dr E. Mkhwanazi   

Discipline of Philosophy 

Department of Philosophy, Practical and Systematic Theology 

E-mail: mkhwaesn@unisa.ac.za 
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