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Abstract: Four problems with Barry Hallen’s analytic experiments in Af-
rican philosophy. Barry Hallen’s two classics of African philosoph$nowl-
edge Belief and Witchcraf{subtitled: Analytic Experiments in African
Philosophy and The Good the Bad and the Beautiftdsulted from a nine-
year cross-cultural work that began in 1970 amdwgYoruba of Nigeria. In
the field, Hallen relied on the expertise of sel/&@ubaonisegunmasters of
medicine) to analyze the meanings of key Yorubatepological and ethical
terms underscoring the criteria governing theirrectr usage. In the two
books, Hallen compares the criteria governing tireect usage of some of the
Yoruba terms with those of their supposed Englighivalents, drawing sev-
eral, significant philosophical and cross-culturderences from the compari-
sons. A self-proclaimed analytic philosopher, Halteescribes the method he
employs in the two books as ‘conceptual analysislight of this method, the
main purpose of my essay is to critique four imaotrtaspects of Hallen’s
work in terms of such ‘virtues’ of analytic philgsoy as clarity, validity, rele-
vance, and consistency.

Résumé:Quatres problémes qui s’attachent aux expérimentatins analy-
tigues que Barry Hallen a conduites en philosophiafricaine. Les deux
classiques de la philosophie africaif@owledge Belief and Witchcraft (dont
le sous-titre était : Analytic Experiments in At Philosophy et The Good
the Bad and the Beautifule Barry Hallen résultent de neuf ans de reclaesrch
effectuées a partir de 1970 chez les Yoruba durligEn la matiere, Hallen
s’est appuyé sur I'expertise de plusie@sisegun(maitres de la médecine)
pour comprendre les significations des principamnes épistémologiques et
éthiques yoruba afin de mettre en évidence legrestde leur bon usage. Dans

! Currently, Barry Hallen is Professor and Chaithe Department of Philosophy &
Religion at Morehouse College in Atlanta, GeorgldSA. Before settling at
Morehouse, Hallen taught for several years in variNigerian universities. His work
in the general area of African philosophy includiese books as well as numerous
articles.
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les deux ouvrages, Hallen compare les criteressagt I'utilisation de cer-
tains termes yoruba avec leurs supposeés equivaardaglais et aboutit a des
résultats significatifs tant au niveau culturel guélosophique. Se définissant
comme un philosophe analytique, Hallen qualifie oen« de l'analyse
conceptuelle » la méthode qu'il utilise dans segages. A la lumiére de cette
meéthode, le but principal de mon article est deeféa critique de quatre as-
pects importants de son analyse au regard dedusvede la philosophie ana-
lytique telles que la clarté, la validité, la peetnce et la conséquence.

Key words:aesthetics, African philosophy, conceptual anajyspsstemology,
ethics,onisegun

Mots clefs :I'esthétique, la philosophie africaine, I' analysenceptuelle,
I'épistémologie, I'éthiquepnisegun

Introduction

Barry Hallen’s two classics of African philosopi¥nowledge Belief and
WitchcraftandThe Good the Bad and the Beautif@sulted from a nine-
year cross-cultural work that began in 1970, amibvegYoruba of Nige-
ria? His research project consisted mainly in analyztmg meanings of
key Yoruba epistemic and ethical terms and compatiiwse meanings
with those of their supposed English equivalemntsthe process, Hallen
ended up drawing several significant cross-cultadl philosophical
conclusions. The overarching goal of his projecs ¥eaintroduce some of
his findings into the Nigerian university curricady whose philosophical
content was then dominated by British analytic gdobhy, ‘so that the
“problems” and “topics” of academic philosophgould become more
relevant to a Nigerian student body.’ (2000: 5)letal2000: 7) claims to
have received his original inspiration from the waoif the English phi-
losopher J.L. Austin, the founder of ordinary-laage philosophy. A
self-proclaimed analytic philosopher, Hallen (192@; 40, 2000: 35, 38)
describes the method he employs in the two booksoaseptual analy-
sis.’” In light of this method, the main purposetiut essay is to critique

2 Knowledge Belief and Witchcraftas co-authored with J. Olubi Sodipo. But for the
sake of simplifying subsequent references to thliekbl will treat it as Hallen’s
single-authored work.
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four important aspects of his work in terms of stdhues’ of analytic
philosophy as clearness, consistency, validity r@helyance. This type of
critique is not only germane to the type of phijoiser Hallen is it is also
a safe tool for someone like me who lacks eveni@easicy in the Yoruba
language. Let those knowledgeable of Yoruba langwel culture carry
on the more substantive critical engagements ofeHal work that are
based on direct language interpretation and arsalyst me proceed with
the four criticisms.

1. Lack of clarity regarding the extension of the f irst
criterionof Imo

Hallen’s main task in Chapter 2 Khowledge Belief and Witchcra#t to
undertake a four-tiered comparison of the meanoighe English epis-
temological terms ‘know’ and ‘believe’ with thosd their supposed
Yoruba equivalents, which, according R.C. Abrahamistionary of
Modern Yorubaaremo andgbagbq respectively. Hallen (2000: xiii) re-
fers to this ‘most venerable of Yoruba-languagediaaries’ as ‘the es-
tablished translation manual’ (etm). The comparisofour-tiered in the
sense that he compares the meanings of these ivggbahe levels of
their references, their objects, the criteria gowey their correct usage,
as well as their sources. In specifying the meanwig'’know’ and ‘be-
lieve’, Hallen relies especially on the works chdeng English-language
epistemologist Keith Lehrer, Rodney Needham, artdl. Rrice. He bases
the meanings of the Yoruba equivalents on the apalpf some twelve
onisegun(master of medicine) of thEkiti region of Yorubaland, who
were regarded as wisest by both other membersofghofessional soci-
ety (theegbg as well as their clients. In this section | widlcus on the
criteria governing the correct usage of the terkmow’ andmog, since it
as at this level of meaning and with these two setinat Hallen’s analy-
ses and comparisons entail the most significanéseoniltural and phi-
losophical results.

Hallen (1997: 45-50) regards ‘knowing that’ as‘tihost common’
variety of knowledge and proceeds to identify w® tleast controversial
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criteria or necessary conditions as truth and belieat is, where S is a
person and P is a proposition, S knows that P ibitlys true that P and S
believes that P. After adducing several direct gtions from theonise-
gun, Hallen concludes that th@nisegunarticulate two necessary condi-
tions for imo (the noun form ofmg). The first one isri or visual
perception. ‘The person who claims fm mustliterally have seen the
thing himself.’ (1997: 66)The second condition &i okon the witness-
ing of the perceiverskorf (etm: heart and mind or apprehension) that
what is perceived isoto (etm: true, truth). That is, ‘As well as seeing the
thing first-hand, one must also comprehend whatisseeing and judge
that one has done so...” (1997: 61)

It is the first condition ofimo, ri, that, according to Hallen, ac-
counts for the precise difference in meaning betw&aow’ andimo.
Whereasri leaves no room for anyno derived from second-hand infor-
mation, the conditions of ‘knowing that’ do. Conseqtly, some infor-
mation that qualifies as knowledge can fail to duafor imo. For
example, the average American knows (from secomd-isaurces) that
George Washington was the first President of thieedrStates. But he or
she cannot be said toothis ‘fact,” since he or she cannot be in a positi
to witness it. According to Hallen, the Yoruba gystof thought rele-
gates all second-hand information to the levabbagbo(the noun form
of gbaghg, the second-best epistemic status.

The criteria that define the respective extentamd interrelations between

imo and igbagbo stipulate that any experience or information whishnot

first-hand, personal, and direct must by definitiath under the heading ad-
bagbao The sense afjbagbomay therefore be paraphrased as ‘comprehend-

ing, and deciding to accept as possible...informatiat one receives in a

secondhand manndmao...andigbagba..together exhaust all the information
that human beings have at their disposal. (2000: 17

% The emphasis is added.

* Is it ‘okon’ or ‘okan? The former is used throughoKnowledge Belief and
Witchcraft the latter is used througholibe Good the Bad and the Beautiful

® Hallen (1997: 64) analyzegbagboas a conflation ofjba (etm: agree) angbo
(etm: hear) and paraphrases its sense as ‘agréeiagcept what one hears from
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Even though Hallen (1997: 84) claims that the megmaf igbagbodif-
fers from that of ‘belief’ he does not give a anibe for igbagbocompa-
rable tori that sharply distinguishes the meaning of one feom that of
the other. Can information that passes for behdftb pass foigbagbq
or vice vers& This question cannot be answered by referentallen’s
texts alone. What | find most puzzling though is tact that after taking
the criterion ofri to imply that ‘there is virtually no margin femo that
has not been empirically confirmed’ (1997: 72), |[elalproceeds to pro-
vide two contexts in whichmo does not involvéditeral visual perception.
The first context pertains to introspection theosekinvolves insight. Let
me elaborate.

According to Hallen (2000: 43, 51, 82) a persos pavileged ac-
cess to his or her motives and feelings througlospection as a result of
which he or she can be said to knawo| something about his or her
characterigva). Hallen supports this claim by invoking the woxfsthe
onisegunaccording to whickan individual carmo if he or she is an en-
emy to another person.

It is only the person himself or herself who cammkn(mo) [introspectively]

whether he or she is an enemy...to any other peBsrause if a person could

know who their enemies...are, they would do as mipassible to avoid

them, but the mind of an enemy...may be very darKid¢dit to identify,
much less access]. (2000: 82)

This quotation provides us with a clear caséaf that does not involve
r in the literal sense of the term. | say this, lnseain his exposition of
the Yoruba concept of the seihi§ or emi), Hallen (2000: 50) attributes
introspection, not to the sense of sight,with its physical components,
but to a faculty of the self callage inu But according to Hallen (2000:
89-90) the object of introspection, the self arsdfatculties, is not physi-
cal. Hence introspection has no physical componeytgirtue of either
its object or the faculty responsible for it. THere it must be distinct
fromri.
The possibility ofimo by introspection evokes several questions

regardingi as one ofmo’s criteria. Isri necessary for all casesiofo? If

someone.’

145



Kibujjo Kalumba

so, theonisegunust quoted by Hallen are using the tamo incorrectly.
But who would expect the wisest of the wise exprtgoruba culture to
make this sort of error in the context of articilgtthe criteria that gov-
ern the correct usage of a small set of termsititdddes this very term?
Is ri perhaps only required famo claims pertaining to things that are dis-
tinct from the subject’s self? If so, then one wersdwhy Hallen did not
see the need to make this restriction explicitlgaclin his two major
works.

Claims ofimo by insight evoke similar questions and puzzlement.
Hallen takes thenisegunto attribute insight to a special faculty of the
emi, calledoju inu. According to a direct quotation from tlo@isegun
there are some people knownagswho, by virtue of their more powerful
oju inu, are capable of acquiringio of things that are beyond the scope
of the sense of sighti,.

As some people are more powerful...than others, smtakir intuitive insight

(oju inu) is more powerful. There will be two [eyes] outsidnd two inside.

We call themaje.” You see...that he or she will be more powerfuhtisame-

one with [only] two [two eyes...]. Some people canddwn here and may

know (mo what is happening down there [on the other sideth®

town]... Their intuitive insight ¢ju inu) may be seeing other places. We call
then ‘aje.’ (2000: 93)

As was the case with introspection, th@ the onisegunattribute to the
aje in this passage cannot be said to involve litardy virtue of either
its objects or the faculty responsible for it. Mighbe the case that is
only required forimo claims of ordinary people and that extraordinary
peoples’imo claims, such as those of thge, are exempt from this re-
quirement? If so, Hallen does not give a clear statemenhisf éxemp-
tion in his two main texts?

® Even though conventionally translated as ‘witdieallen (2000: 86-97) rendefaje’
into English as ‘intellectual.” He attempts to de¢hgtogize theaje and proceeds to
regard them as human beings with superior inteligeand ability. Thenisegun
guoted by Hallen claim that, unlike ordinary huniteing who have onemi theaje
have two. It is not exactly clear from the textugb if the number is literal or
metaphorical.
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2. Classification of information acquired by infere nce

Judging from the above-quoted passage in whicheHakplains the dif-
ference betweeimo andigbagbq all information that is not acquired di-
rectly should be classified agbagbq even if the acquisition of the
information in question involvas in some indirect manner. It is puzzling
then to see theniseguncalling imo some information that by Hallen’s
admission (2000: 67) is acquired by inference. Adig to theonise-
gun

If you are doing ... what is good... they will say yocinaracter iva) is

good... If you are doing what is bad ...they will sayuy characterifa) is

bad... They know rf0) your characteriya) from the way you behave...
(2000: 41)

The biggest problem with classifying mso information that is acquired
by inference from what is directly visible to whatinvisible is that the
classification undermines what Hallen regards asigaificant cross-
cultural consequence of timao/igbagbadistinction. Let me elaborate.
Hallen (1997: 72-73, 2000: 13-19) contends thatexplicated by
the onisegun the imo/igbagbodistinction puts a critical check on the
hasty generalizations about traditional people inyellectualist,” like
Robin Horton. Horton (1967) argues that there s¢riking similarity be-
tween traditional people and theoretical scientisecause both groups
seek to explain the visible world in terms of theisible world. Horton,
however, observes a two-fold difference betweentti® groups. The
first difference is one of medium of explanationh&eas, traditional
people’s explanations are in terms of the behaviagyods and spirits, a
fact that makes their explanatory beliefs religimentists’ explanations
are in terms of the behavior of such theoreticétiea as atoms, particles,
and so on, making their explanatory beliefs ‘theoat’ The second dif-
ference is one of attitude toward the explanatalelbs. According to
Horton, traditional people see their religious éfslias constituting a re-
vered, closed system that must be accepted umdiytend passed on un-
changed from generation to generation. Accordingdooton, empirical
testing is alien to traditional people for whom egling to the ancestors

147



Kibujjo Kalumba

Is the only known form of justification. In conttasiorton contends that
scientists regard their theoretical beliefs criticas always open to revi-
sion through further empirical testing.

Hallen’s contention is that Horton’s generalizatis contradicted
by the case of the Yoruba. According to Hallen,ithe/igbagbodistinc-
tion in the language of these traditional peoplggests that they don't
revere their religious beliefs to the extent sugggedy Horton. Since the
Yoruba acquire their religious beliefs from oradition, which is a sec-
ond-hand source, they cannot accord them the Higipestemic status of
imo. Instead, they relegate these beliefs to the |leapestemic status of
igbagbq the status of information that one agrees to #cas possibly
true. As for the alleged lack of criticism and enwgal testing, Hallen
says that th@mo/igbagbodistinction suggests that the Yoruba treat criti-
cally all beliefs acquired from oral tradition (lnding all religious be-
liefs), as merely hypothetical, until they are fied by first-hand
observation.

What was said to be distinctive about African dratlitions was the relatively
uncritical manner in which they were inherited frtime past, preserved in the
present, and passed on to future generations... @idem for this...portrait
of the African intellectual attitude toward tradhi is that it is contradicted by
the manner in which the Yoruba emplgo’ and‘gbagbo’ in discourse. If
my grandfather tells me that he knows the recipeafpotent headache medi-
cine (that he in turn learned from his grandfatlaen) teaches it to me-this ex-
change of information would still be on the levéligbagbq of secondhand
information. | could not be said to haweo of this medicine as medicine until
| myself had prepared it, administered it to son@gg@nd witnessed its cura-
tive powers... [A] tradition deserves to remain alitian only if it proves ef-
fective... Until this has been proved in a direct gmetsonal manner its
empirical status can be no more than hypothetsmahething that may possi-
bly be true (or false) and therefore must be clhssegbagba (2000: 19)

Hallen’s critical check on Horton’s generalizatisould be beyond re-
proach if all traditional Yoruba acquired all theeligious beliefs from
the secondhand source of oral traditions. Yet iftblois right, and Hal-
len does not oppose this particular aspect of lewg; there are tradi-
tional Yoruba that acquire at least some of theligious beliefs by
inference from what they perceive directly. Anisegunmight, for ex-

ample, acquire by inference a religious belief akBuaertain ancestor in
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the process of diagnosing the cause of an unusul tash. In general,
any creative traditional thinker may, by observesmgme puzzling phe-
nomenon in the visible world, infer any number angral religious
statements about the spiritual world as the beslaeation for it. Since
the onisegunclassified asmo information about the invisiblemithat is
inferred from observations of visible behaviconsistencyvould require
the onisegunto use the same appellation iofo regarding information
about the invisible spiritual world that is infedrédrom observations of
visible phenomena in the physical world. If my alvsdéion is plausible,
then some traditional Yoruba, indeed some of th& H@nkers among
them, revere some religious beliefs as known trgths entailsooto or
truth). This consequent clearly undermines Hallenscism of Horton.

3. An unwarranted inference

Hallen contends that the high epistemic status kedye and truth enjoy
in English-language culture is due to the fact thath concepts are more
than personal.

‘Information that is labeled ‘knowledge’ and ‘trubecomes so, in principle,

for anyone. Knowledge and truth thereby transcehd personal, the
subjective, and assume the cloak of universal{000: 20)

In contrast, Hallen argues thamno’ and ‘ooto,” the supposed Yoruba
equivalents of the two English terms, necessanlyplve a personal ele-
ment that makes them ‘veer markedly toward theesive.’ (2000: 20).
Hallen is careful not to deny the Yoruba an objextotion of truth. His
sole point is thabotoinvolves a personal element and that

‘in Yoruba discourse...it has not been possible enidy a single term that

conveys a truth that is more than personal, thaicla¢s to propositions or
things independently of whoever happens to be épang them.” (2000: 28)

The personal element tmo is obviously due to the criterion af Hallen
bases the personal elemenbtio on its criteria as well, which he states
formally as follows:
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Ri + eri okon//ootoandooto //ri + eri okon.(1997: 62)

Assuming thabotois a necessary condition iofio, as the latter’s second
criterion seems to suggest, and assuming furtfzrtiie first and second
criteria ofimo are together sufficient for it, the first (sufecit) condition
of ootocan be justified by the following simple formagament:

1. Imo OJ ooto
2. Ri + eri okonJ imo

3. .. Ri + eri okon ooto.

It is, however, the second (necessary) conditioootd that is directly re-
sponsible for its alleged inability to shed thesosal element, and Hallen
uses the following words of tfeisegurto justify this condition:

It is ootothat this motor vehicle stands here. If peopletkay the motor vehi-

cle does not stand here, you will say that youyass own eyes to see it - that
it is ooto. You should not have two thoughts. (1997: 62)

As they stand in translation these words of dinésegundo not
logically support what Hallen claims be the necessandition ofooto.
Since theonisegunuseri in this passage to justifyoto, the most that is
derivable from it is thati is a sufficient condition foootg, a claim that
makes perfect sense in the case of veridicafrankly, | find it hard to
believe that Hallen failed to notice thisn-sequitur’ But, given the cen-
trality of the concept of truth in any cognitivessgm, | find it even
harder to believe that Hallen chose to base thenimganf ooto solelyon
one three-sentenceuotation. Couldn’t Hallen argue, though, thao
andooto are so intimately related that since the formeésubjective’ the
latter must be ‘subjective’ as well? This sort ojianent might be im-
plicit in the following (rhetorical?) question. ‘ino arises from a subjec-

" Might knowing the lead question that elicited trEsegun’sresponse throw some
light on how Hallen was sold on to thisn-sequitu? It might. Unfortunately, though,
Hallen has not published his lead questions. Adogrtb Mike Reynolds, one of my
best African philosophy students, failure to pravithese questions is the biggest
problem with Hallen’s project.
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tive base, does it make sense to couple this agpeotperience with a
translation of ‘botd’ — “truth” - that in English usage implies, abe all,
intersubjective agreement?’ (Hallen, 2000: 22) Ngwis that this ques-
tion cannot only answered in terms of the specdlation that exists be-
tweenimo andooto. If, as we have seen abowto is regarded as no
more than a necessary condition ifoap, then the subjectivity amo can-
not be used as sufficient evidence for the suly@giof ooto.

4. The relevance of Quine’s indeterminacy thesis of
radical translation

Chapter 1 of Hallen'Knowledge, Belief and Witchcraft devoted to an
extended discussion of W.V. O. Quine’s Indetermynélesis of Radical
Translation. A behaviorist, Quine denies abstragammngs to verbal ex-
pressions and accepts only empirical meaningsjghateanings that can
expressed in terms of immediate physical stimudnggquently, Quine
classifies all verbal expressions into two groupsservation sentences
and standing sentences. Observation sentences iserafirthose verbal
expressions whose meanings can be readily expré@ssedns of physi-
cal stimuli, that is, meanings that can be taughémsibly. Standing or
theoretical sentences, in contrast, are such tigdt tneanings cannot be
taught by ostension as those meanings are notilo@sler in terms of
immediate physical stimuli. Quine contends thangfations of standing
sentences from one language into another areytotaleterminate. That
IS, given any translation of a standing sentendadffarent, equally plau-
sible translation of that same sentences is alwagsible, and there is no
conclusive way to determine which one of the coingetransiations is
the correct one. This obtains because neither efcttmpeting transla-
tions can be put to a discriminating empirical .téstcontrast, Quine ar-
gues that translations of observation sentencedbeatcomplished with
some level of determinacy, since at least somé&@fcbmpeting transla-
tions can be ruled out by reference to immediatgsichl stimuli.
Roughly, this is the Indeterminacy Thesis as sunredrby Hallen.
Hallen’s interest in the Indeterminacy Thesis stdnom the fact
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that a big part of his project consists of comparihe ‘meanings’ of
Yoruba epistemic and ethical terms with those efrteupposed English
equivalents. Since the Yoruba meanings are proposezfms of verbal
expressions, such as Hallen is concerned that translations of these ex
pressions into English might turn out to be ind®ieate, making these
translations unreliable bases for his desired coispas. He addresses
this concern as follows.

Focusing on the level of criteria and objects fo key epistemic
terms mo and gbagbq Hallen (1997: 81-84) argues that a significant
number of the verbal expressions representing genings of these two
terms at these levels are observation sentencaseGoently, he con-
tends that their translations into English are isigifitly determinate to
serve as stable bases for his cross-cultural cosqpe: As examples of
the relevant verbal expressions that he regarddssrvation sentences,
Hallen giveri, the first criterion ofmo and the objects aho which he
takes to be ‘propositions’ and ‘experiences’. Rdgay gbagbqg Hallen
cites its criteria of ‘absence af and ‘what one is told’ as well as its ob-
jects, such as, ‘oral tradition,’” ‘formal educatiocand ‘book information.’
| have argued elsewhere that none of these vexpatgsions that Hallen
regards as observation sentences are observatignses in any recog-
nizable sense of the term. Take for example. If it is translatable as
‘visual perception,’ then it refers to a complexogess whose meaning
cannot be taught ostensibly. And | don’t believeakes much sophistica-
tion to realize the ‘theoretical’ nature of the megs of Hallen’s other
verbal expressiorfs.

Hallen (2000: 183) acknowledges my critical disoois of his
Knowledge, Belief and Witchcrafgiven his awarenessf my criticism,

It is surprising to see that, in subsequent warklen continues to treat
his translations of the meanings b and gbagboas if they were im-
mune to the Indeterminacy Thesis. It is even marprssing to see that in
The Good the Bad and the Beautifeven though Quine’s name is men-
tioned several times (e.g., pp. X, Xiii, and 42),effort is made to give

8 See Kalumba (1996: 154).
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empirical meanings to any of the involved Yorubhicl or esthetical
terms. Did the Indeterminacy Thesis lose its rateeafor Hallen’s pro-
ject? If not, he needs to explain why he stoppedyrg about the em-
pirical content of the project’s key Yoruba terms.

Conclusion

| share the conviction underlying Hallen’s projtwit

‘the systematic analysis of ordinary...language usageAfrican cultures can
prove to be of fundamental philosophical value O2QL)

| also believe that the conclusions of his analgiperiments, so far, are
very significant, though, as he himself has admittecomplete’ (1997:
85). My hope is that the critique presented in @ssay will contribute to
the completion of Hallen’s worthy project. If my sdyvations are plausi-
ble, the work ahead will require revisiting Hallsroriginal data, or even
conducting fresh research. This seems to be theway precision will
be gained on the extensionrof and convincing support be adduced for
the criteria ofooto. It will also require coming to terms with theaeance
of the Indeterminacy Thesis. In all likelihood, skeeendeavors will call
for a modification of some of Hallen's current csesultural conclu-
sions?
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