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Gratitude for Life-force in African Philosophy

Thaddeus Metz

1 Introducing African Philosophy of Religion

For all we can tell, every long-standing culture has had philosophy of religion,
at least if “religion” is taken broadly enough and does not require postulation of
a deity as per Buddhism and Confucianism. However, in the case of the African
tradition, it is only recently that such thought has been put down in writing.
Until the twentieth century, a very large majority of indigenous sub-Saharan
peoples had used oral means of communication to the exclusion of the written
word. Although Europeans and Arabs had brought writing hundreds of years
ago to some of the continent, it was not often used to recount, interpret, or
develop African cultures, instead usually deployed to impart Christianity, Islam,
and other exogenous worldviews. However, beginning in earnest in the 1960s,
colonialism began to wane, Africans started to attend universities, and literacy
spread. Consider that it was only in 1969 that the locus classicus of African
philosophy of religion appeared, namely, the first edition of John S. Mbiti’s
African Religions and Philosophy, which largely expounds the salient religious
and philosophical ideas Mbiti encountered upon engaging with some 300 sub-
Saharan peoples about their worldviews.

In the absence of a large written corpus, probably combined with ignorance
and disinterest (if not arrogance) on the part of other philosophers around
the world, African philosophy of religion lacks a real presence in international
books and journals. That is unfortunate since we can expect any culture that has
existed for many centuries to have some insight into the human condition. In
the case of Traditional African Religion, as it is often labeled by expositors and
adherents, it turns out to be well understood as a form of monotheism different
from what one encounters in the Abrahamic faiths of Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam. How many philosophers beyond the continent are aware that the African
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tradition characteristically posits the existence of a God who is self-aware, lives
in an imperceptible realm, created the perceptible universe, and sustains the
lives of everyone in it?

Although there are these broad similarities between the African God' and the
Abrahamic God, there are also substantial differences between them in respect
of God’s nature, human nature, and the sort of afterlife for which to hope,? and
hence, in effect, regarding what it is to be the highest being, what our less than
highest essence is, and what the highest state of existence is that we beings could
obtain. Cross-cultural comparisons and, more than that, debates are warranted.’

However, in this chapter I spend more time addressing elements of African
philosophy of religion in their own right, specifically considering the intellectual
resources it offers in support of the judgment common among indigenous sub-
Saharans that life is a gift from God. “The cock drinking water raises its head to
God in thankfulness” is an influential proverb of the Akan people in Ghana.* It is
the epigraph on the very first page of a book about African religion by Laurenti
Magesa,’® a Tanzanian theologian who is one of the most important philosophers
of religion in the post-Mbiti era. In the following, I draw on works by Mbiti,
Magesa, and other literate African thinkers to construct a formal argument for
the conclusion that we have reason to be thankful to God, not merely for the
availability of water and other resources needed for life, but also, and in the first
instance, for life itself. The following quotations are not unusual to encounter in

works addressing African religio-philosophical ideas:

In African societies, emphasis is put on vitality. Life is regarded as the most
precious gift of God.®

(Dtisbelieved in African Traditional Religions that a person is created by God. . ...
It is equally believed that life is the highest gift of God to humanity.”

Africans see God as being the Creator. The vital force manifested by the world in
the generation of new life to whom everybody relates is God Himself. . . . Life is
a gift from the Creator, the greatest of all gifts.®

At the centre of traditional African morality is human life. Africans have a sacred
reverence for life, for it is believed to be the greatest of God’s gifts to humans.’

These quotations are descriptive reports of characteristically African beliefs,
whereas in this chapter I am particularly keen to address what merits belief.
Supposing God exists, should we regard life as God’s most precious, highest, or
greatest gift to us? If so, should we be thankful to God for it? In the following I
present and evaluate an argument that draws on characteristically African ideas
in support of the conclusion that we should be thankful to God for having given
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us the gift of intense and sophisticated life-force, roughly an imperceptible,
divine energy that constitutes our selves and bestows a dignity on us that is
lacking in the rest of the perceptible world on earth.

One way of assessing the argument would be to test its metaphysical
claims, for example, that God as understood in the African tradition exists,
that God created us, that our selves are constituted by life-force, and so on.
However, I instead focus on the argument’s axiological claims, so as to enrich
our understanding of what a salient part of the African tradition’s approach to
value is and how philosophically attractive it might be. Specifically, I defend the
argument from several ways of objecting to the idea that being given a dignity
can provide reason to be thankful.

In the following, I begin by reconstructing an African religio-philosophical
argument for thinking that we should express gratitude to God for our dignity-
conferring life-force (Section 2), after which I critically discuss some value-
theoretic components of the argument (Section 3). For example, I respond to the
objections that having an inherent dignity is not a benefit of a sort warranting
gratitude and that those with bad lives have no reason to be grateful. I conclude
roughly that while those with unavoidably bad lives indeed have some reason
to be disappointed about the quality of their life, that is compatible with there
also being some reason for them to express gratitude for their dignified life-
force. I conclude the chapter by considering the prospects for secularizing the
African position (Section 4), so that there might be reasons to be thankful for
one’s dignity in respect of merely perceptible conditions, supposing we doubt the
contested metaphysical claims that God and life-force exist.

2 Life-force as God’s Gift to Us

In this section I expound an argument for the conclusion that we have reason to
be grateful and act gratefully toward God for our existence. The broad form of
the argument is simple: God has given us a life-force that constitutes our selves
and our dignity; if God has given us a life-force that constitutes our selves and
our dignity, then we have reason to express gratitude to God for our existence;
therefore, we have reason to express gratitude to God for our existence. I here
provide some prima facie motivation for the argument’s key axiological claims
but leave consideration of objections to them for the following section.
Consider the premise that God has given us a life-force that constitutes our

selves and our dignity, focusing, first, on the nature of God and God’s creation.
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Earlier I noted that the characteristically African conception of God shares
several features with the Abrahamic view of God. In particular, for both, God is
understood to be a person living in an imperceptible realm who is responsible for
the form of the perceptible realm and hence the existence of life within it. Now,
there are philosophically important differences between these monotheistic
traditions in the way God is conceived, with just two being the fact that, for
many African peoples, God exists in a location and did not create matter out of
nothing.'"” However, these differences do not seem to bear on the present rationale
for expressing gratitude to God, and so I set them aside. I instead address other
differences between the two traditions that do affect our understanding of why
we might have reason to express thanks to our creator.

One difference is that African philosophers and religionists often conceive
of God as the ultimate source of life-force and think of every concrete object
that exists as composed of (or at least imbued with) life-force. This metaphysical
worldview involves a force rather than object ontology."* That is, instead of the
ultimate nature of reality being held to consist of different substances, which
might persist independently of each other (particularly in respect of dualist
worldviews), in the African tradition it is much more common to encounter
the view that what exists is at bottom a web of interdependent energies. We are
to think of stars, trees, cats, and humans ultimately not as things but, rather, as
forces, ones that constantly interact not only with other perceptible forces but
also with imperceptible ones such as God, lesser divinities, and ancestors.

Furthermore, all forces are commonly thought to be (or at least be imbued
with) vitality, an offshoot of God conceived essentially as bios (life), not so much
logos (reason). From this perspective, even apparently inanimate things such as
rocks have divine energies in them, albeit ones that are low in terms of might and

complexity.!?

Life-force varies quantitatively (in terms of growth and strength)
and qualitatively (in terms of intelligence and will).”** It is frequently suggested
that there is a hierarchy or great chain of being in the world,"* such that rocks
are at the bottom for having the least quantity or poorest quality of life-force.
Plants are thought to have a greater life-force than rocks, say, for being capable
of reproduction and movement. Animals have a greater one than plants, for
example, for being capable of self-motion and some pattern-making (consider
a bird’s nest or beaver’s dam). Finally, “(o)ver all visible beings, in terms of
intensity of vital force, stands humanity;”"* particularly for having self-awareness
and genuine creativity.'s

With regard to humans, the usual thought among indigenous Africans is not

that we have a soul, that is, an immortal, spiritual substance that has come from
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God, but instead a long-lasting, imperceptible life-force that has come from
God. The person or self is (or at least is constituted by) an intense and complex
divine energy that is for a time embodied but that will survive the death of its
body and continue to reside on Earth as an invisible “living-dead,” at least for
a time. More specifically, it is commonly thought that one’s disembodied self,
metaphysically dependent on other forces, will persist for about four or five
generations, which is about as long as descendants engage with one. Upon the
sixth generation or so, a family typically no longer remembers its living-dead
relatives and so no longer provides them sustaining energy, causing their selves
to disintegrate and die."”

In respect of those African thinkers who maintain that there is a hierarchical
order of beings in terms of life-force, most hold that final value tracks the
hierarchy. That is, the stronger or more sophisticated the life-force something

has, the more goodness for its own sake it has because of that.

Life implies the existence and interaction of mystical powers in the universe.
Conversely, the continuous blending of mystical powers in the universe makes
life possible. Thus, “reality is seen and judged especially from its dynamic aspects
closely related to life. The farther a being is from these elements, the more unreal

and valueless it is conceived to be'®

This approach grounds an environmentalism according to which even
landscapes and rivers have a moral status, that is, have a value such as to be
capable of being wronged in themselves.”” Although so-called inanimate
objects do morally matter from this perspective for having vital force in them,
biologically living beings matter much more. Indeed, human beings matter
the most (of the class of perceptible forces). Even if every perceptible force has
some noninstrumental value, “all life forces, that is, all creation, are intended to
serve and enhance the life force of the human person and society”® As Placide
Tempels, a Belgian missionary often credited with being the first European to
use the word “philosophy” to characterize African thought, remarks of the views
of Bantu-speaking peoples:

Life belongs to God. It is he who summons it into being, strengthens and
preserves it. His great and holy gift to men is the gift of life. Other creatures
which, according to Bantu ideas, are lower or higher vital forces, exist in the
divine plan only to maintain and cherish the vital gift made to man.”!

Implicit in this passage is the idea that ancestors, who have a higher vital force

than us, are nonetheless morally obligated to help human beings, insofar as the
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ancestors once themselves took a human form and have been, and continue to
be, part of a family.

African thinkers frequently maintain that, because of the divine spark in us,
that is, the vital energy that has come from God and is stronger or more complex
than any other life-force in the visible realm, we have a dignity, a superlative
noninstrumental value inhering in our nature. Here is one clear statement of this
view, held by the Akan people in Ghana:

(A) person is the result of the union of three elements. . . . The first, the okra . . . is
supposed to be an actual speck of God that he gives out of himself as a gift of life
along with a specific destiny. By virtue of possessing an okra, a divine element,
every person has an intrinsic value, the same in each. . . . Associated with this
value is a concept of human dignity, which implies that every human being is
entitled in an equal measure to a certain basic respect.”

Here is yet another mention of life being a gift from God--or more carefully
of God. For the African tradition, human life is not merely a biological process
but also a divine force that constitutes our identity, is greater than what one
encounters in the animal, vegetable, and mineral kingdoms, and is what confers
on us a dignity. While African peoples commonly think that God has given us
what we need to sustain our lives and to flourish,” in the first instance and most
importantly it is life itself, that is, our existence as persons, that is God’s precious,
highest, greatest, or holy gift to us.

The second major premise of the argument is that if God has given us a life-
force that constitutes our dignity, then we have reason to express gratitude to
God for our existence. The quintessential case in which gratitude is apt is when
an agent intentionally and voluntarily bestows a good on someone that the latter
was not entitled to receive from the former and does not do so merely in the
expectation of long-term gain. There is substantial debate about not only how
far to extend the concept of gratitude, for example, whether it is possible to
be thankful without reference to any beneficiary,* but also when gratitude is
appropriate, for example, whether it is appropriate to be thankful to an agent
who did not intentionally bestow a benefit on the one benefited.”® However, the
African conception of human life-force as a gift from God that merits thanks
appears to lie squarely within both the conceptual and normative cores of
gratitude: God is an agent who aimed to create us and freely did so; our creation
is a high final good, specifically a matter of having the greatest life-force in the
perceptible realm, which is dignity-conferring; we were not entitled to have been

created by God (indeed could not have been entitled to that, given our prior
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nonexistence); and then presumably God did not create us merely so that, say,
God could demand a favor from us down the road.

When I say that “gratitude is appropriate” or that “we have reason to be
thankful” or the like, I mean two things. On the one hand, it is morally right that
we act in certain ways. For instance, we should do things such as accept God’s
gift of life (i.e., not commit suicide), treat our gift well, communicate thanks to
God, and be willing to do God’s bidding. We owe God a debt of gratitude for
our existence as human persons, and it would be wrong not to pay one’s debt in
these behavioral ways. On the other hand, it is also virtuous to be grateful, that is,
to judge that one has received a benefit from God qua agent and to feel positive
emotions such as goodwill toward one’s benefactor and gladness about having
been God’s beneficiary.

So defined, one could act in grateful ways without being grateful, and one
could also be grateful without acting in grateful ways. Given the prominence
in Traditional African Religion of not only prayers but also offerings and
sacrifices,” it is natural to suggest that, according to it, both acting gratefully
and being grateful are expected. Indeed, the ideal is surely to act gratefully in an
outward manner toward God to express the inner gratitude one has for having
been created with a dignified nature.

I note that it is not clear that a requirement to be grateful and to act gratefully
follows from the sort of vitalist morality that is in the African tradition standardly
paired with the vitalist account of final value articulated earlier. Those who
hold that we have a dignity by virtue of our intense and sophisticated life-force
usually hold the moral principle that what is right is what produces life-force
and what is wrong reduces it. Consider, for instance, these remarks from African

theologians whom I have already quoted in this chapter:*

I want to address more specifically the question of the general moral/ethical
consciousness that the African view of the world engenders. . . . (I)n no way is
any thought, word or act understood except in terms of good and bad, in the
sense that such an attitude or behavior either enhances or diminishes life.?

In African societies life-force is the meaning of being and the ultimate goal of
anyone is to acquire life and live happily. . . . A person is good in so far as he or
she promotes, supports or protects his or her life force and the life-force of his
or her neighbours. Alternatively, a person is bad or evil in as much as he or she
undermines or destroys this life-force.

The problem is that expressing gratitude does not seem to serve the function of

promoting life-force in others, at least not reliably, and so does not seem to be
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morally prescribed when it is intuitively apt. For one, being grateful, for example,
feeling certain ways, is not likely to foster life-force in a benefactor more than
merely acting gratefully toward him. For another, when it comes to a divine
benefactor, God would already have the maximum quantity and highest quality
of life-force; we could not improve it.

In reply, some would argue that expressing gratitude to God and any lesser
divinities for past acts would make it more likely that these agents would do
all the more to support ones own life-force down the road, where they would
know if one did not actually exhibit the virtue.*® Yet even if that were true, that
function is an implausible explanation of why gratitude is morally appropriate.
Intuitively one has ethical reason both to be grateful and to act gratefully simply
because one has already been a beneficiary, not merely because one hopes to be
a beneficiary again in the future. Even if one’s motive for expressing gratitude
were not to obtain more life-force, it is still philosophically dubious to suppose
that expressing gratitude is morally appropriate if and only if doing so would
serve that function.

Here is another way to put the point: God would be disinclined to promote
one’s life-force in the future because God would judge one’s ingratitude to be
wrong. That is the converse of the claim that one’s ingratitude would be wrong
because it would fail to get God to promote one’s life-force.

It might be that a shift away from a teleological orientation of promoting
life-force and toward a deontological one of honoring it would fill the gap. Is one
appropriately honoring the dignity of great life-force, both God’s and one’s own,
when one is grateful to God for having created one’ life-force? An affirmative
answer is plausible.

However, if the answer to that question is “No,” it is ultimately open to the
proponent of the argument I have constructed in this section to hold a vitalist
account of final value and to deny that moral rightness or virtue is at bottom a
function of vitality. For instance, he could coherently draw on another strain
of African moral thought, one that is fundamentally relational and prescribes
communal or harmonious interaction of a sort that would bring gratitude in its
wake.>!

Recall that I am downplaying metaphysical issues in this chapter. In
the following, when evaluating the earlier argument for thinking that we
should express gratitude to God for our existence, I do not question claims
such as that God exists, God created us, and what we are (or at least have)
is an intense and sophisticated life-force. I also grant a broadly vitalist

picture of what has final value, and in particular that we have the highest
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(of perceptible beings) on earth. Instead, I address reasons for doubting that
having been created with a dignity is the sort of thing that would make gratitude
toward God appropriate.

3 Does Dignity Merit Gratitude?

In this section I address three reasons for denying that life is a gift of a sort
prescribing gratitude to God for our existence. All three objections to the
argument from the previous section grant that God has created us with a life-
force that confers a dignity on us but deny that this fact is enough to make
gratitude on our part appropriate.

3.1 Benefit as the Proper Object of Gratitude

First, consider the fact that having a dignity on the face of it differs from receiving
a benefit, where it is the latter that normally merits gratitude. For instance, one
bare-bones analysis of the concept of gratitude, from the Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy, is that it is “the proper or called-for response in a beneficiary to
benefits or beneficence from a benefactor** Similarly, a critical overview of
recent work on gratitude notes that a “common assumption in philosophical
analyses of gratitude is that it constitutes a triadic concept where the three
variables involved are the beneficiary, the benefit, and . . . the benefactor to
whom the beneficiary is grateful”*

Now, a benefit is straightforwardly understood as a welfarist good, that is, as
something that makes one’s life go prudentially better or improves one’s well-
being. Standard philosophical views of welfare include subjectivism, the idea
that it is identical to pleasant experiences, satisfied desires, or positive emotions,
and objectivism, that it is a matter of states and relationships such as knowledge,
autonomy, love, and creativity. Welfare is a high quality of life, but dignity
involves life itself having a superlative worth. Welfare is a personal value, while
dignity is the noninstrumental value of a person. Welfare is a matter of self-
interest being advanced, whereas dignity is a matter of the self being inherently
good. Since dignity seems not to be a benefit, it is not a proper occasion for
gratitude, so goes the first objection.

One tempting way to reply to this objection would be to point to non-
welfarist goods apart from dignity that are plausibly the occasion for gratitude.

For instance, consider the perfectionist good of having developed human nature,
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say, by having exercised rationality in an exemplary fashion* or engaging in the
ways that members of Homo sapiens characteristically bond and procreate.* For
another example, consider the good of meaningfulness, where one’s life merits
pride or admiration for, for example, having made sacrifices (of one’s own welfare)
in order to advance a worthy cause or having received positive recognition for an
aesthetic or intellectual accomplishment.* Perfection and meaning are standardly
contrasted with welfare, and if others were to promote one’s perfection or meaning,
one would have reason to express thanks to them. Hence, gratitude can sensibly
be occasioned by more than receiving benefits in the narrow sense of welfare.

Now, I believe the reply plausibly shows that receiving goods beyond welfare
can merit gratitude. However, I am not sure that dignity is analogous to the non-
welfarist counterexamples of perfection and meaning. Even if the latter goods
are distinct from well-being, they are ones that are in a life, whereas dignity is
above taken to inhere in life(-force) itself. The critic can plausibly maintain that
the best way to construe talk of “benefits” is in terms of what helps make a life
go well for a person, which differs from what makes a person valuable. Arguably
gratitude is rightly a response to what we have in the course of a life, not to what
we essentially are. It makes no sense to be grateful for not being a cat or a tree,
since one could not have been one of those things.

Consider, therefore, a second way to reply to the objection, namely, a thought
experiment. Suppose that someone prevented you from losing your strong
and complex life-force. Perhaps that individual rescued you from a calamity in
which you would have suffered severe brain damage, say, by pulling you out of
the path of an oncoming bus. Intuitively, you should be grateful and, indeed, the
natural thing to say would be, “Thanks for having saved my life” Insofar as part
of the gratitude is for avoiding a condition in which your self would have died
or your personhood would have been impaired, it can be appropriate to express
gratitude for what we essentially are, not merely for benefits construed in terms
of what improve the course of a life. Although it probably does not make sense
to be grateful for not being a cat or a tree, it does make sense to be grateful for
being a live self as opposed to dead.

The critic will respond that “Thanks for having saved my life” is short for
“Thanks for having saved my life so that I can have the opportunity to live well.”
That is, she will maintain that the only reason to be grateful for one’s life having
been saved is the desirable quality of life that is expected, not the dignity of the
life itself.

However, I doubt that fully captures the reaction you would have if your

life were saved—part of it would include being glad, appreciative, and indeed
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grateful that you continue to survive. David Benatar and Frances Kamm have
both argued that what makes death bad is not reducible to being deprived of
benefits such as welfare, perfection, and meaning but also includes the loss of
the self.

Each individual, speaking in the first person, can say: “My death obliterates me.
Not only am I deprived of future goods but I am also destroyed. This person,
about whom I care so much, will cease to exist. My memories, values, beliefs,

perspectives, hopes—my very self—will come to an end, and for all eternity”*

In the way it would be bad for its own sake if a great work of art were destroyed,
so it would be bad for its own sake if a self perished or personhood were seriously
harmed.*® It does seem to make sense to express gratitude for the good (if not
“benefit”) of avoiding such a bad condition. By analogy, it makes sense to express
gratitude for having been made a self or person in the first place, not merely for
goods such as the fulfillment of self-interest or those coming in the course of a

personss life.

3.2 Improvement as the Proper Object of Gratitude

A second reason to doubt that the dignity of life-force is sufficient to merit
gratitude is consistent with the idea that receiving the good of being prevented
from having one’s self or personhood destroyed is an appropriate ground for
being thankful. However, according to the second objection, that is true only
once one’s self or personhood exists. After a human life-force is real, it would
be an improvement for it to be sustained relative to it disintegrating. However,
so the present objection goes, there is no improvement when a human life-force
is created in the first place, making gratitude inappropriate for the “gift of life”
There are two ways this objection might be plausibly advanced. First off,
consider the principle that for a person to be benefited in a way that merits
gratitude, the benefactor must “make him better off than he was before”* When
a person is created in the first place, he is never made better off than he was
before, since he did not exist before. Therefore, gratitude for having been created
is never merited. This argument has been advanced as a reason for thinking that
children never owe their parents a debt of gratitude for having brought them
into existence,” and it applies with comparable force to the argument that we
owe God a debt of gratitude for having created us with a divine speck.
However, the principle that, for gratitude to be warranted, a benefactor must

make a person better off than he was before admits of many counterexamples.
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For a first one, consider the bus case earlier. If someone pulls you from the path
of an oncoming bus and your life is saved, you are not better off than you were
before. You are quite possibly in the same position as you had been. You should
be grateful nonetheless, specifically for not being any worse off than you were.

Second, consider a variant of the bus case, where, in order to get you out of
the way of the bus, you have to be shoved hard, and you end up with some cuts
and bruises. Now you are worse off than you were before the shove. Even so, you
should be grateful, since you would have been even worse off than that in the
absence of the shove.

To avoid these kinds of cases, consider a second version of the objection,
according to which, for a person to be benefited in a way that merits gratitude,
the benefactor must make him better off than he would have been. This principle
avoids and also explains the two bus cases. Had you not been shoved out of the
way of the bus, you would have been injured or killed, whereas, upon being
shoved, you avoid such conditions and at worst end up with some cuts and
bruises, entailing that gratitude is appropriate. And it likewise follows from the
present principle that a person never has reason to be grateful for having been
created; he is never made better off than he would have been, since he did not
exist before.

However, there are also strong counterexamples to this principle. Suppose
that if Agent 1 had not shoved you out of the path of the bus, Agent 2 would
have done so. In that case, Agent 1 does not make you better off than you would
have been had she not shoved you, since Agent 2 would then have shoved you.
By the present principle, no gratitude is owed to Agent 1, but that is surely
counterintuitive.*!

For another sort of counterexample, consider the point that merely trying to
confer a benefit on someone is sufficient to make gratitude appropriate. If one
aims to make another person better off than he would have been and takes steps
reasonably expected to do so, then gratitude can be owed even if “the world gets
in the way” and the person is not in fact made better off. A nice example is a
colleague taking the time to nominate you for an award that you do not end up
winning.*

Perhaps there is a way of reformulating the sense in which there must be
“improvement” to a persons life in order for her to count as a beneficiary who
has reason to be grateful and act gratefully. However, the above two formulations
parallel distinctions in other debates, for example, about when the conferral of
benefits on others makes one’s life meaningful,”® which suggests they are, if not

exhaustive, then at least central.
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3.3 A Good Life as the Proper Object of Gratitude

The third objection is distinct from the first two; its proponent can accept that
the creation of a dignified being, as opposed to the conferral of benefits on the
course of a life or sustaining a life that already exists, is in principle the sort
of good that pro tanto merits gratitude. However, it might be that life itself is
something to be grateful for only when the quality of life is also something for
which to be grateful. Maybe the good of life merits thanks only when one has
much good within the life. Many anti-natalists would suggest that few of us in
fact have a good life, or at least that the good of life has come at the objectionable
cost of much bad within the life,* making gratitude to God for having been
created inappropriate.

Consider a dignified person who is living a crummy life. If a person’s life
is filled with pain, dissatisfaction, regret, ignorance, oppression, enmity, and
ugliness, it is natural to say that it would be reasonable for this person not to
be grateful to be alive (or to have been created). If a bad life means that no
gratitude is warranted, then the life-force (or selthood or personhood) as such is
not sufficient to make gratitude warranted.

A number of different explanations are prima facie plausible for thinking that,
despite the dignity of life, gratitude is unwarranted in the face of a crummy life.
One explanation of why gratitude is not warranted is that, although life as such
is something of a gift and contributes to the conditions for which one should be
grateful to God, it is not sufficient on its own to be grateful, which requires a
good quality of life. Another is that, upon having reason to be grateful and to act
gratefully for a good quality of life, one also has reason to in respect of what is
necessary for that,* that is, life itself. For any one of these or other reasons, one
might think that “Thanks, but no thanks” is apt when the quality of life is bad.
Indeed, “Thanks for nothing” might seem to be the right response when one’s
life is particularly crummy.

In reply, one might be inclined to change the initial argument somewhat, to
make it a claim not about our actual lives as having been created by God but,
rather, about possible lives having been so created. That is, instead of holding that
God exists, one might view the argument as a claim about what would follow if
God existed, namely, that we would have a life-force of a certain intensity and
sophistication that would constitute our selves and have a dignity. If one went
this conditional route, then one could also suggest that if God existed, then God
would not allow any lives to be so badly off as to make gratitude inappropriate.

By this reasoning, the presence of crummy lives means the absence of God,
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where the presence of God would be sufficient for both a dignified life-force and
a good quality of life, and hence the aptness of gratitude on our part.

However, I do not think that this reply targets the heart of the objection. The
objection is not so much that gratitude for being alive is unwarranted because
some lives are crummy or otherwise face serious harms, but rather that it would
be unwarranted if some lives were crummy or faced them. The latter point
suggests that the mere fact of a dignified existence (in the form of great life-
force or selthood or personhood) is not sufficient to be grateful for having been
created. Life in itself is not a gift that calls for gratitude.

A stronger reply, I think, is to say that it is coherent to be grateful about
some facets of life and not grateful about others. Throughout this section I have
routinely been drawing a distinction between the dignity inhering in having
a life-force, instantiating a self, or being a person, on the one hand, and the
benefits that come in the course of a life or a good quality of life, on the other. If
one has a crummy life or suffers real harm, then, with the anti-natalists, it would
be sensible not to be thankful for the course or quality of ones life, but (probably
contra most anti-natalists) it could still be sensible to be thankful for existing
in the form of a superlatively finally valuable life-force.* There are simply two
different objects under evaluation, where talk of “being alive” or mere “existence”
is ambiguous and glosses over the difference. In sum, supposing one had been
created by God and one’s nature has a dignity, one would have reason to be
grateful and to act gratefully toward God for having done so, even if one would
indeed also have reason to be disappointed about one’s quality of life being poor.

A mixed blessing would call for mixed reactions.

4 Conclusion: Secularizing the Argument

In this chapter I have drawn on sources from the African philosophy of religion
to construct and evaluate the argument that we have reason to express gratitude
to God for our existence since God has given us an intense and complex life-
force that constitutes our selves and our dignity. As I have pointed out, I have set
metaphysical issues aside, so as to focus squarely on the contributions that the
African tradition might make to axiological matters, particularly about when
and why gratitude is appropriate. In that respect, I have defended the argument
by rebutting reasons for doubting that having been created with a dignified

nature provides reason to be grateful to God.
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Suppose, though, that debates about the metaphysics did not go in favor of
Traditional African Religion. That is, suppose there is no God, no ancestors, and
also no life-force. Would there still be reason to be grateful for existing with a
certain essence?

One might doubt that the existence of dignity and other evaluative and
normative categories are compatible with a scientific understanding of the
world. However, as an adherent to value realism of a kind that parallels scientific
realism,” I myself am not troubled by the suggestion. Even if the value of dignity
and moral reasons to be grateful could exist in a purely physical world, it might
seem that being thankful for existing with a dignity (say, in virtue of one’s being
a self or a person) would be out of place in a world without God, for then there
would be no one to thank for having been given a gift of life. Is that more of a
problem?

Now, there have been suggestions in the literature that it is coherent and even
appropriate to be thankful for benefits without reference to any source of them
or thankful to a source of benefits that is impersonal, for example, to nature.*
However, it is plausible to suppose that these cases are better understood in
terms of gladness or appreciation, not gratitude in a suitably narrow sense.
Working, then, with a notion of gratitude according to which it is coherent
and appropriate only ever to be grateful and act gratefully toward a personal
benefactor, there is, I submit, a clear sense in which it would be fitting in a world
in which God does not exist, namely, as directed toward one’s parents. Indeed,
even if God does exist, the logic of the argument for expressing gratitude to God
applies with comparable force to doing so in respect of one’s parents, who put in
the lion’s share of the labor.*

Notes

1 When I call something “African” or otherwise employ a geographical label, I

mean to connote what is salient in that part of the world. I am mentioning what is
recurrent or prominent there in a way that it tends not to be elsewhere around the
globe. Hence, to call something “African” does not necessarily mean that it is true
of literally all African people, and nor does it imply that it is true of only them. For
more on this approach to geographical labels, see Metz (2022: 7-12).

Emphasized by Wiredu (1990, 1998, 2011); P’Bitek (2011).

For an initial stab at the latter, see Metz and Molefe (2021).

Okrah (2003: 48-9).

Magesa (2013: 3).
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Kasenene (1994: 140).

Pato (1997: 55).

Nkemnkia (2004: 684, 700).

Onah (2012). For additional mention of life as a gift in the context of indigenous
African religio-philosophy, see the quotations below from Tempels and Wiredu, as
well as passages in Mulago (1991: 123), Bujo (2006: 19), Molefe (2018: 24).

See, for example, Wiredu (2011).

See Imafidon (2014), ljiomah (2016: 85, 101), Lajul (2017: 27-9).

Given the existence of thousands of ethnic groups in Africa, there are naturally
some who do not hold the views articulated here, including the Akan in Ghana in
respect of the claim that everything is composed of vital force (Wiredu 2011: xxiv-
XXV).

Anyanwu (1984: 90).

For example, Magesa (1997: 39-51), Imafidon (2014: 40-2), Molefe (2018: 23-4).
Magesa (1997: 51).

Note that ancestors, residing in an imperceptible realm on earth for an unusually
long time, are deemed to have an even greater life-force than humans.

Menkiti (1984: 174), Mbiti (1990 25).

Magesa (1997: 51), quoting from Charles Nyamiti’s The Scope of African Theology.
For example, Etieyibo (2017).

Magesa (1997: 51).

Tempels (1959: 56).

Wiredu (1990: 244).

For example, Mbiti (1975: 44-6; 1990: 41-3), Mulago (1991: 126, 130), Magesa
(1997: 39).

Discussed in Gulliford, Morgan, and Kristjansson (2013: 297-301).

Discussed in Manela (2019), section 2.

Mbiti (1975: 54-62).

See also Anyanwu (1984), Bujo (2006), Molefe (2018).

Magesa (1997: 57-8).

Kasenene (1998: 25).

Cf. Bewaji (2004: 398-9), and Wiredu (2011: xxvii-xxviii), on the largely pragmatic
function of religious practices among African peoples.

Paris (1995), Tutu (1999: 34-5), Murove (2016), Metz (2022).

Manela (2019).

Gulliford, Morgan, and Kristjansson (2013: 297).

E.g. Sumner (1992); Hurka (1993).

Kass (1972).

Metz (2013).

Benatar (2017: 104). See also Kamm (1993: 43-53).

Benatar (2017: 106-7).
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39 Mentioned in Manela (2019) section 2.

40 McConnell (1993).

41 Notice that it will not do to suggest reformulating the principle so that for a person
to be benefited in a way that merits gratitude, the benefactor must make him better
off than he would have been, setting aside the interventions of other agents. Just
imagine that if Agent 1 had not shoved you out of the way of the bus, a gust of wind
would have done so. Even though you are not better off than you would have been
without Agent 1’s intervention, you should be grateful to Agent 1.

42 McConnell (1993: 44).

43 On which see Metz (2017: 15-7).

44 Cf. Shiffrin (1999).

45 Cf. Adams (2019).

46 The question of whether we have reason to be grateful for having been created
differs from that of whether we would be wronged by having been created, where
the latter is the normal anti-natalist focus (of, for example, Shiffrin 1999). It seems
to me that it can be apt to express gratitude to someone who has wronged us, if, say,
she meant well and succeeded in doing us good.

47 See, for example, Brink (1989), Miller (1992).

48 See discussion in Gulliford, Morgan, and Kristjansson (2013: 297-301).

49 For comments on a prior draft, I am grateful to Kirk Lougheed and an anonymous
referee for Bloomsbury.
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