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The concept of reincarnation, a situation where a dead person comes back to life, is as
old as human beings. However, there is divergence in the belief among various religions.
African religion such as Ifd uses symbols to validate the belief in reincarnation. Ifd is the
foundation of the culture of the Yoruba people. The present study aims to define the con-
cept of reincarnation in Ifd and in ayo olgpon to substantiate African beliefs in the concept
of reincarnation. No known work either relates Ifd with the concept of reincarnation or
connects ayo olgpon with Ifd to solve a cultural problem. The present study fills this gap.
Symbolism, a mode in semiotics where an object signifies or represents something or
somebody, is adopted for the analysis of the study since symbolism is fundamental to Ifd.
The visitation of Odu in Ifd is related to the ayo game, linking the symbolism in both Ifd
and ayo olgpgn to the realization or application of the concept of reincarnation in human
life, especially among Africans and the Yoruba people. It is determined that there is syner-
gy between Ifd and ayo olgpon, and reincarnation. The study concludes that reincarnation
is an encapsulated concept illustrated by Ifd and ayo olgpon- the religious and social life of
the Yoruba people. African cultural symbols are tangible means of cultural heritage that
solve contemporary and controversial human issues such as the African belief in reincar-
nation.
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Introduction

Generally, the belief in reincarnation, which is a concept that the dead can come
back to life again, is a controversial concept as there is no consensus on the established
findings regarding the validity or veracity of the concept. However, African religion, such
as Ifd', sheds more light on the reality or possibility of the concept of reincarnation for
human-beings. There are some issues generated by the belief in the concept of reincarna-
tion, such as the possibility of the dead coming back to life again. If it is possible, what or

! The Yoruba divinity of wisdom and knowledge. A spokesperson for all other divinities.
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when is the starting period of reincarnation and when does it conclude? These are some
of the controversial questions associated with the concept of reincarnation among philos-
ophers and believers of different religions across the globe. Examining Ifd and ayo olgpon
provides some answers to the questions posed above. Furthermore, the analysis considers
the African and Yoruba belief on reincarnation and how such a belief is expressed- such as
the period of commencement and termination of the reincarnation among others. On the
one hand, the visitation of Od#? in Ifd has been typified with the concept of reincarnation,
and, on the other hand, extended to ayo 9lgpgn>. Therefore, the main aim of this study is
to establish the concept of reincarnation in Ifd and ayo olgpon. The objectives of the study
are to account for the visitation of Od1: to earth as related to human birth; to connect the
process of reincarnation with the manipulations of ayo seeds; to investigate the starting
and terminal point of the process of reincarnation in Ifd and ayo olgpgn, and to establish a
nexus between Ifd and ayo olgpon, the religious and social life of the Yoruba people.

Theoretical Framework: Semiotics

Semiotics is applied to this study because “symbolism underlies Ifa divination” [1,
p- 135]. Semiotics, which is the study of science of signs, is better understood through
symbolism. It can be traced to the pioneering works of Charles Sanders Peirce [2], the
American philosopher and Ferdinand de Saussure, the Swiss Linguist [3]. Peirce believes
that semiotics is an abstract entity and a sign is something that represents somebody or
something in some respect or capacity. This notion of “representing” is mediated by an
interpretant. Peirce notes that “a sign is anything which determines something else (its
interpretant) to refer to an object to which itself refers (its object) in the same way the
interpretant becoming in turn a sign” [2, p.35]. This means anything can be adopted as
a sign. Peirce’s model is adopted for this work as the elements of the model are sufficient
and appropriate for the analysis.

Three modes of significations are regarded to be sufficient to describe any form of
sign. These include the icon, symbol and index. However, the symbol mode is adopted for
the current study. In symbol mode, there is no resemblance or connection between the
signifier and the signified, that is the object and what it stands for. A symbol’s connection
with its object is a matter of convention, rule or agreement between the users. Such
symbols, rules and convention between the signifier and the signified must be learnt. In
Yorubé tradition, it can be realized in the form of Aroko (symbolism), as such an object
or something represents something or somebody in real life. “African cultures have their
own symbols pregnant with meaning. A reflection on these symbols, with a meaning view
to making the implicit meanings explicit will constitute African philosophy” [4, p.115].
This is why associating cultural meaning to symbols is important; the challenge within
the purview knowledge of semiotics. In other words, the interpretation of a symbol is

2 One of the major divinities, believed to be the wife of Qrinmila, the Ifé progenitor. All of the Ifi
messages (major and minor) are coded in Odit and generally referred to as Odi-Ifd.

3 Ayo olopon is an indigenous Yoruba board game played by two players. It normally contains two
rows, shared by each player, with six holes. Complete sets of the ayo seeds are 48, 4 seeds in each of the holes.
It is played counterclockwise by dropping a seed in a hole and skipping any hole until the seeds are sown in
the hand of the player who finishes. The winning numbers of seeds are 2 and 3 of the opponent’s row. The
winner is determined by the player with the highest number of seeds — more than 24 which is half of the
48 seeds.
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important in understanding the meaning of a sign, symbol or text. For the current study,
it is the interpretation of religious symbols associated with the concept of reincarnation.
“Interpretation is the main outcome of the semiotic process, or semiosis. Interpretation is
the discursive result or output of positing meaning in any sign system. ...Interpretations
often take the same form as the set of signs being interpreted” [5, p. 5].

The roles of religious symbols as means to solving religious issues and problems have
been investigated by different authors and scholars. In summing up the role of symbols in
religion, Goldman (1964), identifies a religious symbol as a major tool that helps the indi-
vidual religious follower to understand the divine, and his or her own identity as a follow-
er... Religious symbols come in many shapes and sizes, but their meaning is universally
accepted by a given community or followers of particular religions. Within these contexts,
a religious symbol is any object, word or gesture that serves to convey the meaning of a
religious ideal... Another very important function of religious symbols is that they fun-
damentally assist followers of a particular religion in understanding their religion, and in
addition, through the symbols others outside the particular religion are able to recognize
it. Invariably, it becomes imperative that in order to understand a particular religion, its
attendant symbols must be understood by knowing what they are [6, p. 61-62].

A symbol can be regarded as the basic and basis of communication, because sym-
bols formed the writing system in the prehistoric period of development. African symbols
“transferred our prehistoric ancestors into organized human beings within the context of
cultural livelihood and institutions” [7, p.330]. An adequate understanding of the sym-
bolism of African symbols and objects requires the knowledge of semiotics, which covers
different aspects of human and non-human life.

The roles played by symbols, especially in Ifd the religion of the Yoruba people, cannot
be overemphasized because “symbols have become significantly functional in the practice
of religion... Religion makes the use of symbols as communication linkages imperative”
[6, p.60]. They serve as a means of interaction and peaceful co-existence between human
(visible or physical) supernatural beings, divinities and ancestors (invisible or spiritual)
world. “From the religious perspective, the world can be said to be divided into the phys-
ical (visible), and the metaphysical (or the spiritual) levels. Both realms have binding and
interactive forces exchanging between them to function harmoniously” [8, p.xiv].

Ifd and ayo olopon Background

Ifd cannot be described from one perspective, as its scope covers every aspect of Yoru-
ba life in particular and humanity in general. However, Ifd is popularly associated with
religion as religion is the foundation of culture. Ifd has been related to science, philosophy,
mythology, etc. As a religion, Ifd “is a divination system created by the Yoruba people of
South Western Nigeria some 2,000 years ago. In the course of succeeding centuries, Ifa
priests (Babalawo) have developed the original form bequeathed to them by Qrunmila,
the reforming prophet of the Oduduwa Era of Yoruba history (5000B.C.— 500A.D.),
in many ways, but have kept its canons essentially unchanged to this very day” [9, p.ix].
Ifd, as a religion is not only a major divination among the Yoruba, but “other West Afri-
can people” [10, p. 179]. For example, Ifd is known to different people by different names
throughout the world. Its nomenclature has cut across nations and tribes around the

7 s .

world. For instance, Ifd “is considered as the god of divinization in Igala culture” [11, p. 5].
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Ifa is known as Fd among the Fon of the Republic of Benin, Eva to Nupes, Ifd in
Cuba, USA, Brazil, Trinidad and Tobago, Jamaica, Surinam and Togo. With these different
realizations of Ifd nomenclature which cut across nations of the world, the prominence
of Ifd is not in doubt. In 2005, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) proclaimed Ifd as one of the 86 traditions of the world to be
recognized as masterpieces of oral and intangible heritage of humanity [12, p.1]. By this
proclamation, Ifd joined the league of cultures and therefore requires urgent preservation.
Ifd, as a religion, science or literary text, has over time been of great interest to scholars in
different areas of human endeavors, such as literature, philosophy, religion, art and cul-
ture. Ifd is sacred to the Yoruba or African religion, as the Bible is to the Christianity and
Quran to the Islam.

Like Ifd, the international status of ayo olgpon is also not in doubt. For instance, apart
from its popularity among the Yoruba, it is called Gisoro in Burundi, Oware in Ghana,
Achochodi in Ivory Coast, Adjito/Vadjito in Benin, Ayo Eleh in Igbo and Kalati in Sweden
[13, p. 1-2]. The game plays vital roles in some Yoruba festivals. It was introduced to
Osun Osogbo (a river goddess) festival in Nigeria some nineteen years ago. It was adopted
for Odu* by Ortinmila. For example, the board game and the manipulations of seeds have
been related to the Ifi system, which serves as evidence that Oriinmila, the Ifd progenitor,
must have been the inventor of the game board [14].

Ifd and Ayo olgpon Processes

In Ifa divination, two divination objects are mostly used by the Ifd priests. These are
opele (divination chain with eight gpéleé seeds tied to it), and ikin, the Ifd sacred palm nuts.
In the performance of Ifd divination by ikin, the Ifd priest places the sixteen sacred palm-
nuts (ikin) in his palms and attempts to take the palm-nuts with the second palm, “if one
palm-nut is left in his hand, he makes two marks on the yellow powder of divination, but
if two palm-nuts are left in his hand, he makes one mark. If none of the palm-nuts are left,
he makes no marks at all. This process is repeated until an Odu signature is obtained” [15,
p-11].

Ayo olopon is played on the traditional game board containing twelve holes on two
horizontal lines (six holes by the right and left sides of the players). It is played in such a
way that the players sit directly opposite to each other with the game board in the centre
on a bench or an object. The game starts after each of the twelve holes is occupied by four
ayo seeds, making a total number of forty-eight ayo seeds. The game is primarily played by
two matured males (approximately fifteen years old and older) in the open and watched
by the spectators.

The ayo olgpon game starts by taking any of the four ayo seeds on the row of the game
board player, distributing it in a counterclockwise movement in the next four holes. This is
known as sowing. This exercise is repeated until all the ayo seeds in his hand are exhaust-
ed. None of the holes must be skipped when sowing. “Harvesting” or “capturing,” which
is the process of winning ayo seeds of the opponent player, is done when the ayo seeds in
a hole (after sowing) are two or three up to the maximum of five holes in a single move-
ment or sowing of ayo seeds. The sowing of ayo seeds following the holes on the lines of

* The wife of Qrtinmila as her iconic symbol.
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the game board is regarded as line tracing; similar to the tracing of line by the Ifd priest on
the divination board. Line tracing in Ifd has been related to line tracing in the ayo game,
suggesting that the ayo game is an extension of the Ifd divination system [16].

The winner is determined by the player having more ayo seeds than the opponent. In
other words, a player with more than twenty-four ayo seeds emerges as the winner since
the total number of ayo seeds on the game board is forty-eight. It is possible for the players
to play to a draw. This is traditionally described as omi (draw game). The game continues
until a winner emerges twice. If a loser of the ayo game is defeated more than two times,
he gives way for another ayo player to display his competence with the winner. However,
this rule is not rigid, as the players may continue after a player is defeated twice if there is
no interested player to continue the game.

Investigating the African Concept of Reincarnation
in Ifd and Ayo Olgpon Symbolism

Before now, there has been no agreement among scholars in the fields of philosophy
and religion, especially African Philosophy, as to whether the concepts of Yoruba immor-
tality of soul and reincarnation are original or borrowed into the Yoruba culture. Howev-
er, no previous scholars explore African cultural symbols to substantiate their opinions,
which likely makes the concept of reincarnation unclear among Africans in general and
among the Yoruba in particular.

Reincarnation theory also is present in the Yoruba belief system. Particularly, “the
dead could reincarnate into the family” [17, p.5]. Africans believe that since the soul of
man is immortal, it is capable of returning to earth through rebirth. This is the case with
the Yoruba who “strongly believe that reincarnation is a royal route by which departed
ancestors return to earth” [18, p. 134]. For the Yoruba, the journey of an individual began
from heaven to the earth and the circle of existence rotates in death and life.

The Yoruba believe in metempsychosis, which is the passage of someone’s soul after
death into the body of another person or animal. The concept of “reincarnation is irrefuta-
ble since it is a metaphysical theory” [19, p. 183]. In Yoruba theology, as evinced from Ifd’s
epistles, reincarnation is one of the most important concepts of the Yoruba traditional be-
liefs system. The belief is substantiated by three events connected with the Yoruba beliefs
on reincarnation. First, the belief is associated with some Yoruiba names given to newborn
children, born immediately after the death of a grandfather or grandmother in names
such as Babatundé, Babajidé and Babarindé (father returns), Iyabo and Yéjidé or Yétundé
(mother returns). Second, the Yorubad belief in abikii (born to die), in names like Mglomg,
Kosokd and Durésinmi, assert the Yoruba belief on the rebirth of a dead child. Idowu
says a form of abikii can be realized in the form of Eléré/Eméré — the “wandering spirit
of children given to the prank of entering into pregnant women and being born only to
die or sheer relish of the mischief” [20, p. 126]. And third, the Yoruba belief in akiidadya.
This is buttressed by the belief that “the souls of those who died mid-life may go and live
in distance towns and assumes a quasi-physical existence there” [19, p. 183]. The notion
is not limited to the Yoruba alone; the same is noticed “in parts of Asia, tradition dictates
that when a person dies, relatives will mark his or her body — often using soot — with the
hope that the soul of the diseased will be reincarnated within the same family. The mark
is said to become both a birthmark and evidence that the soul has been reborn” [21, p.1].
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The Yoruba beliefs in immortality and reincarnation of the soul has been controver-
sial. On one hand, while some scholars are of the opinion that the concept is probably
original to the Yoruba, some, on the other hand, believe that it was borrowed. “It has
been controverted that the Yoruba may not have the concept of immortality of soul from
Plato, Pythagoras or St. Augustine” [22, p.140-143]. Makinde is of the opinion that the
idea of immortality of soul might even have been borrowed from the Yoruba against some
contrary opinion. He believes that immortality of the soul among the Yoruba could be re-
garded as original with them or at worst, borrowed from some other neighboring African
country south of Egypt, and certainly not from Pythagoras or Plato [23].

It should be noted here that Makindé was not emphatic that the concepts of reincar-
nation and immortality of soul are undoubtedly original to the Yoruiba tradition. This is
likely due to such an argument not being substantiated with Yoruba oral or semiotic, sym-
bol, evidence as supported here with the use of Odu Ifd and ayo olopon on reincarnation.
This makes such opinion suggestive or simply an assumption.

Makinde observes that the lack of documentation (even though he had not taken
symbols as an alternative virile means of documentation) has denied African countries
of written evidence of their cultural values and beliefs. He does, however, believe that the
oral evidence from Ifd is a major source in order to locate and retrieve undocumented
values. The discovery of Yoruba artifacts such as that of Ifd, on which the culture of the
Yoruba rests its historical material or object, is used to discover, recover and establish the
originality of the concept of reincarnation with the Yoruba beliefs in the course of this
research. Ifd provides data through symbols that can complement previous debates on the
Yoruba belief on reincarnation of soul. The deployment of Ifd symbols is an advancement
of our knowledge from using Yoruba artifacts, in addition to earlier oral evidence available
to support the Yorub4 belief on reincarnation.

The links of the Yoruba belief system with Ifd are expressed in Ifd symbols and words.
Ifd’s words are coded in Odii (as previously noted), the symbolism of which have been
associated with the belief in reincarnation. This is connected with the visitation of the six-
teen principal Odi on the surface of the earth. For instance, “the 16 principal or original
Odu are said to be of divine origin and to be the earthly counterparts of heavenly ‘deities’
Therefore, each of them represents four entities, two in heaven and two on earth” This is
supported with the Ifd corpus contained in [24, p.86] Qkdnran Méji verse 5:

0ol méji di mérin. K6 se

0ol mérin di méjo. K6 se

0ol méjo di mérindinlégiin. Ké se

Two gimlets turn four. It is sanctioned
Four gimlets turn eight. It is sanctioned
Eight gimlets turn sixteen. It is sanctioned

It is equally observed that the figures of Ifd authority rotate within 2 and 16. In anoth-
er context, the numbers rotate between 2 and 16. In other words, there is a chance for the
dead person to come to life again from the second generation to the sixteenth generation
within his or her lineage. These Odi} visitations are carried out in their order of seniority.
Table 1, provided by McGee [25, p. 104, 108], shows the arrangement of these Apéla in
ese Ifd, starting with the second deity to the sixteen, and is helpful in demonstrating the
arrangement of the visitations of the Odii to the surface of earth from heaven.
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Table 1. Showing the Visitations of Odu Ifd [25, p. 104]

30 = 2¢ (15,1) = 2p (15, 1) Eji Ogbe
28 = 2¢ (14,1) = 2p (14, 1) Oyektt Méji
26 = 2¢(13,1) = 2p (13, 1) Iwori Méji
24 = 2c(12,1) = 2p (12,1) Odi Méji
22= 2c(11,1) = 2p (11,1) Irostin Méji
20 = 2¢(10,1) = 2p (10, 1) Owdénrin Méji
18 = 2¢(9,1) = 2p (9, 1) Obara Méji
16 = 2c(8,1) = 2p (8,1) Okanran Méji
14 = 2¢(7,1) = 2p (7,1) Ogunda Méji
12= 2¢(6,1) = 2p (6, 1) Osé Méji
10= 2¢(5,1) = 2p (5, 1) Tka Méji
8= 2c¢(4,1) = 2p (4,1) Otartpdn Méji
6= 2¢(3,1) = 2p (3, 1) Ot Méji
4= 2¢(2,1) = 2p(2,1) Ireté Méji
2= 2¢(1,1) = 2p (1, 1) Osé Méji
0= 2¢(0,1) = 2p (0,1 Oftin Méji

Table 2 above represents the visitation of each odu to the other in the ayo game.
Making reference to Ifd (with which ayo derived its elements), Olatunji states that “the
16 major odi: are conceived as kings paying visits to those next below and having their
visits returned” [1, p.127]. This thus gives EjiOgbé thirty visits altogether, O yekit Méji
twenty-eight and so on until we come to Qfiin Méji who has none to visit. A total of
240 visits, the number of the minor odu is made and EjiOgbeé has the highest number of
Apdla; indicated with 150y or thirty (30) Apéla. Qyékii Méji is next, represented by 14 or
twenty-eight apéla. These numbers decrease by two to Ofiin Méji with 2 or zero (0), the
Odi cannot visit itself, just as the when there is a lap in Ayo, when the hole where the seeds
were taken from is skipped. It cannot feed itself, but rather it feeds others. This indirectly
illustrates the power of a hole over the others. McGee [25, p. 103], quoting McClelland [26,
p.421-430], says “the arrangement is a decreasing geometric progression by two, from
thirty to zero (30-0)” Since 0 and 1 are numbers not recognized by Ifd or ayo 0lgpon, since
Osé Méji (1Y and Ofdn Meéji (0¥ are not visited, shown under ‘identification of omo-odi: in
Ayo seeds’ in the table. This conforms with the formula on Ifd divination and ayo olgpon:
>1 to <16, between 2 to 15. There is an occurrence of the first section of apdla Odii that
contains 30, and in decreasing geometric order to 0. This gives a total of two hundred and
forty (240) minor Odii.
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Table 2. Showing the Visitation of Odi in Ayo Qlgpgn (as Derived by the Author)
Representation of major and minor Odi in Ayo Qlgpgn

SN | Wentification of Odis | Ogrirtence SLAPIE | N N e
1 |Eji Ogbe 15 (2) 30 1
2 | Oyéka Méji 14 (2) 28 2
3 | Iwori Méji 13 (2) 26 2
4 | Odi Méji 12 (2) 24 3
5 | Irésun Méji 11 (2) 22 4
6 | Owonrin Méji 10 (2) 20 3
7 | Obara Méji 9(2) 18 3
8 | Okanran Méji 8(2) 16 3
9 | Ogtindd Méji 7(2) 14 2
10 | Osa Méji 6(2) 12 2
11 | Ik Méji 5(2) 10 2
12 | Otardpon Méji 4(2) 8 1
13 | Otta Méji 3(2) 6 1
14 | Irete Méji 2(2) 4 1
15 | Osé Méji 1(2) 2 0
16 |Oftn Méji 0(2) 0 0
Total = 240 Total = 30

It should be noted that the arrangement is in a decreasing geometric progression, by
two from 30 to 0. Since the last deity cannot visit himself, it is marked by C (0, 1), which
indicates that the last deity visits himself once. The geometrical progression in descend-
ing order is demonstrated in B. Ajayi [27, p.21]. In addition, Abimbgl4 also observes that
“each Apéla consist of thirty Odii while the second section contains twenty-eight. The
number of Odi in each section decreases in an irregular pattern, giving a total of two
hundred and forty” [15, p.28].

The realization of the Odu in two represents the dual nature of nature and gods. The
world is composed of physical and spiritual elements. The Yoruba believe that the individ-
ual journey in life does not begin on the surface of the earth, but in heaven and it ends in
heaven as well. It can be stated that “the Yortuba concept of existence transcends the time
when the individual is on the earth” [28, p.417].

The Yoruba belief in reincarnation can be replicated in Ifd symbols. For example,
the beginning of reincarnation is suggested to begin from two — the second generation,
within which an individual’s soul reincarnates. As noted, “the belief in reincarnation is
linked to the ancestor’s belief. In Yoruba religion, it is thought that about two generations
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after death, every human soul has a chance to return to earth in the body of a newborn,
mostly within the same family” [29; 30, p. 132-136]. As a result, there is possibility for an
individual to reincarnate between two and sixteen generations. From this analysis, the
reincarnation process rotates within 2 and 16; expressed as >1 <16 [14]. Looking at the
table on the visitation of Odi: and ayo 0lgpon, one observes that the smallest number is 2,
representing the possible number of visitations in reincarnation. In this manner, the pres-
ent generation is connected with the past by the process of immortality and reincarnation
of the soul. The ancestors or orisas play a ‘gap bridging’ between the living and the dead
Yoruba ancestors with the belief that “physical death does not put an end to existence” [17,
p.5]. It is also noted from the table above that the visitation of the two hundred and forty
minor Odi are grouped into sixteen symbolizing the sixteen principal Odii. In this way,
“the numbers in each group are derived from the successive visits and return visitations of
the deity whose name is associated with the group of the next deity in line, starting from
the second deity to the sixteenth. Since the last deity cannot visit himself, we write C (0,
3) to make it clear that the last deity visits himself once” (as indicated in Table 1 above)
[25, p.104]. The process observed here is derived from the process of visitation of Apéla-
Odii (minor Odu), bearing the same name, and to the major Odii next to it are believed to
be the familial line. Abimbgla also observes that “each Apéla consist of thirty Odu: while
the second section contains twenty-eight. The number of Odi: in each section decreases
in an irregular pattern, giving a total of two hundred and forty” [15, p.28]. Each principal
Odii-Ifa is believed here to symbolize human generation.”

It is equally apparent from the table that the visitation rotates from the first Odu
(Ejiogbe) to the last Odu (Osé Méji). Since the last Odu (Oftn Méji) cannot visit itself,
the visitation terminates on the last Odu. The semiotic representation of this visitation
here suggests that the reincarnation circle rotates within two to sixteenth generations. In
other words, the reincarnation begins from the second to the sixteenth generations. This
is contrary to the belief of some scholars who stated that the reincarnation cycle begins
from the sixteenth generation. These particular authors believe that “there is the theory
that a person comes back to life sixteen times, from the time of his first restful death...
We therefore hold that in Yorubé thought, the re-incarnation begins after the 16 time,
i.e., after 1120 years” [23, p.40]. It should be pointed out that the determination of when
reincarnation occurs is not sacrosanct, as the possibility is “divine” Every human-being
that is deemed to undergo reincarnation has sixteen possible times or chances to reincar-
nate. Therefore,"the number sixteen represents the variables of the human condition, the
sixteen possible situations of human life” [31, p. 1].

From the visitation of Odi: to one another and to the surface of the earth, it is shown
that the reincarnation circle begins from the second deity symbolized by the second gen-
eration to the sixteenth Odii, symbolized by the sixteenth generation. This means that the
highest number of visitation (reincarnation) of an individual is sixteen times. This new
position about the Yoruba beliefs in reincarnation has posed a challenge to the stance of
previous scholars such as Adébowalé [19] and Idowt [20] who associated the Yoruba rein-
carnation with events like abiku, eméré or eléré and dkiidadya. It also concerns the beliefs
of the Yorub4 reincarnation symbolization through names like Babatundé (father returns)
and Iyabo’ (mother returns). The dead person (of first generation) can come back to life
immediately after death as shown above with Tables 1 and 2 on Ifd and ayo game visitations
of Odii and ayo seeds. To the Yoruba people, “the past is not a mystery and although the
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future (the unborn) is yet unknown, it is not a mystery to the Yoruba but co-existent in
present consciousness... The stage of transition is, however, the metaphysical abyss both of
god and man” [32, p.36]. These opinions may seem obscure to some individuals and belief
systems since such opinions are influenced or swayed by human emotions, thoughts and
premonitions. African religious symbols are a medium for resolving some controversial
issues. The major challenge is to comprehend what the concept symbolizes in religion as
symbols, including concepts and words that have different meanings and interpretations.

Most if not all, religions present the physical world as temporary in nature... Thus, the next
world or the place to which man proceeds after death is seen as being permanent and real. It
must also be added that the religions have conceptions of a dual nature of man. That is, man
is composed of two elements, the body and the soul. It is the soul element in man that has
the capacity of surviving death. Here again, there are varying opinions on how the soul of
man survives death and what happens to it after the survival and separation from the body
(6, p.181].

However, it is one thing to have a symbol, it is another thing to know or be able to
culturally interpret the meaning(s) associated with such a symbol. If all religions share the
same equivalence of universal beliefs about man, then the conceptions of religion on the
concept of reincarnation cannot be different.

Another area of importance in relating opgn-Ifd® and opgn-ayo® to the concept of
reincarnation is their forms. Both Ifd and ayo boards are “available in rectangular, circular
and semi-circular forms” [15, p.4]. For example, the isalé chj forms of divination trays
are carved in wood “and are basically in two shapes; often they are either circular or rec-
tangular” [33, p.4]. The rectangular form of the ayo board and round form of Ifd divina-
tion board are presented in Figure 1a and 1b below:

The history behind the carving of gpon as a profession has been previously men-
tioned. It highlights the Yoruba people as being creative, innovative and intelligent. The
carvings “form one of the most prolific categories of Yorubd wood sculpture” [34, p.3].
The round form of opon Ifd symbolizes the Earth: no beginning or end. But the common
form of gpon-Ifd is a circular form. The images of the West, East, North and the South on

Fig. 1. Structural form: a — QpJn-Ayo; b — Opgn-Ifa (photos by O. T. Okéwandé)

5 Ifd divination board.
¢ Ayo game board.
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a b
Fig. 2. Ayo board (opon ayo) in a Tortoise Image: a — closed form; b — open form
(photos by O. T. Okéwandé)

the divination board are also present [35]. This may account for the four corners of the
rectangular form of Ifd divination and ayo olopon boards. The circular form resembles
the image of the world (in a circle form), which represents Ifd universal and omniscience
power. The centers of both boards are left out either for the divination proper, as in the
case of Ifd tray, and the real game to take place as in the game of ayo.

The circular form of gpon-Ifd symbolizes “the never ending cycle of creation and re-
incarnation transition” [32, p.4]. The four corners form of opon ayo symbolizes the North,
South, East and West of the Earth. Opgn symbolizes “the intrinsic nature of Qranmila. ..
Opon reminds one of the attributes of O rinmila as ‘Q gégé- a-gbdyé guin, that is primeral
order, the regulator of the universe” [36, p.436]. “Opon ni Ifd” [37, p. 150] is the divination
board. While the round and oval forms of opdn-Ifd symbolize the complete knowledge
and power of Ifd. Sometimes, the ayo board is carved in an oval shape and especially in
the shape of an animal: reptiles, tortoise and crocodile. It is also at times represented as
different objects used to decorate the edges of opon-Ifd, seen in Figures 2a and 2b [15].

The arrangement of ayo seeds in the opon ayo above contains a set of ayo seeds: four
in each of the twelve holes with total sum of fourty-eight seeds. Opgon ayo can take dif-
ferent forms and shapes, such as the oval shape pictured above. Opgn ayo in Figures 2a
and b is the author’s own ayo board. “Some opJn ayo are foldable and lockable to keep
the omo ayo (heloptelea granddi ‘umaceae’) in place. Some opgn ayo even have stands”
[38, p.38]. In the above gpon ayo figures, B is the open form of A. When the oval or circle
shape of gpon-ayo or opon-Ifd in circular or oval form are opened as in Figure 2B above,
it symbolizes the heaven and the earth. This, in some cases, is represented with a calabash
to symbolize “the Yoruba visualization of the cosmos as a closed calabash whose top half
represents the heavens (¢run) and the bottom half represents the earth (aye)” [39, p. 13].
Visual art objects, such as gpdn ayo and gpgn Ifi represent the unending nature of move-
ment of human-beings from heaven to earth.

Some Africans belief systems are depicted in art works or symbols. Ayo olgpdn among
the Yoruba people belongs to one such work of art and symbols. Therefore, art works, in-
cluding cultural objects, cannot be dissociated from the wisdom of people past or present:

But it is a matter of surprise how art appeared in the dim past, hundreds of thousands of
years back. What inspiration acted behind those aesthetic activities? The Anthropologists,
art historians, art critics, and philosophers all seek an answer. However, the various pursuits
of creativity have been classified in a number of groups like visual art, oral literature, music
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dance etc. Among these, visual art is the oldest as well as tangible form... Although much of
the evidence has perished, a few have survived [40, p.521].

Opon ayo and gpon-Ifi are some of the Yoruba ancient visual art materials that are
closely related with the belief and culture of the Yoruba people. Interestingly, ayo olopon
and gpon-Ifd are some of the Yoruba art works that have been preserved till today.

The identification and dispensation of spirituality in Ifd, especially in connection
with the concept of reincarnation, is extended and felt in the ayo olgpgn game. The syn-
ergy between art works and spirituality is so fascinating that the expression of opinion is
debated in the national dailies. For example, The Nation, reports that

the relationship between art and spirituality as well as the therapeutic effects of art on human
soul from the theme of a group art exhibition, Art and Spirituality... Art and Spirituality
was organised by the Jesuits as another platform to show the connectivity between art and
spirituality... what you see around you is a pointer to what you don’t see... All these works of
art are pointers to the unseen supreme God. But a work of art becomes fetish when it turns
God and you embrace [41, p.22].

The life of the Yoruiba people is greatly influenced by their religion as there is hardly
anything associated with them that has no religious affinity. This observation has long
been made by Clarke who noted: “my knowledge of the Yortiba character and an observa-
tion for several years, of their conditions and of the working of their religious rites... and
in their knowledge of many of the rude arts is to be seen in their religious systems” [42,
p.276]. Ayo olgpon is among social activity that is established to be influenced by Ifd [14].
The inclusion of ayo to some religious festivals also attests to its links with religion. Fur-
thermore, Ayo olgpon plays some important roles in several Yoruba festivals. For example,
it was introduced to the Osun Osogbo festival (a river goddess among the Yorubd) some
nineteen years ago.

In other to understand the culture of the Yoruba people, there is a need “to fully
understand the centrality of art (¢na) in Yoruba thought, one must be aware of their cos-
mology; ... so be it that the artist (onise ona) plays an important role in Yoruba culture,
serving as an agent for translating time-honored values into visual metaphors aimed at
sustaining humanity in body and in spirit” [39, p.13]. Looking critically at the Yoruba
thought behind the circular and rectangular object forms, such as those demonstrated
and described above, one can conclude that there is a meaningful relationship with their
belief in the journey of human-beings from heaven to earth or vice-versa in a cyclic or
rotational form. The relationship is also evident in the symbolization of the four corners
of the earth (North, South, East and West), which is keenly related to their belief in the
concept of reincarnation.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that, in general, the belief in the concept of reincarnation is
encapsulated in African religious and sociocultural symbols and activities, and in particu-
lar among the Yoruba of Southwestern Nigeria. The belief in reincarnation is enshrined
and inscribed in the religious and sociocultural activities of the Africans, as evinced from
Ifa and ayo olgpgn among the Yoruba. These activities demonstrate how reincarnation is
activated in peoples’ lives.
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ViccnepoBanne ap puKaHCKUX BepOBAHUI B IepepOXK/ieHIe:
uda u aiio ononon. CumBonusm cpenu itopy6a F0ro-3anaguoit Hurepun

O. T. Oxesanoe, A. K. Adebaiio

Yuusepcurer Vnopus,
Hurepus, mrat Kasapa, Vinopus

Ins untuposauus: Okéwdndé O. T, Adébdyo A.K Investigating African Belief in the Concept of
Reincarnation: The case of Ifd and Ayo Qlopén. Symbolism among the Yoruba of Southwestern Nigeria
/I Bectuux Cankr-IleTepbyprckoro yHuBepcureTa. Bocrokosenenue n agppukannucruka. 2021. T. 13.
Bem. 2. C. 267-281. https://doi.org/10.21638/spbu13.2021.209

KoHuemntys nmepepoxaeHniT Tak JKe CTapa, Kak U caMo 4eroBedecTBO. OHAKO B Pa3IMIHbIX
PeMNTHUAX OHA MOHMMAETCS MO-pasHOMY. AdpuKaHcKas pemurus uda UCIonbsyeT pasiand-
Hble CUMBOJIBI [/IS1 TOATBEPXKAeHMs Hepepoxaerns. Vida — ocHOBa Ky/IbTypbl HAPOFHOCTI
itopy6a. HacTosiiee uccnenoBanye CTpeMUTCS ONPefeNnTDb IOHATIE peMHKapHauuy B uda
U CBSI3aTh C HUM TO XKe B alfo OJIONOH, YTOOBI 000CHOBATb appyMKaHCKYE NpefCcTaBIeHNA
o nepepoxjeHnu. Het paboT, koTopslie Obl cBsi3pIBamy nda 1 peMHKapHALMIO VI COOTHO-
cun atio onomoH ¢ uda. Hacrosimee nccmefoBaHme BOCIONHAET 9TOT Hpober. B kauecTse
MeTofla aHaM3a ObIT BHIOPAH CUMBOMM3M KaK CEMUOTHYECKOE SIB/IEHE, KOTOPOE CBA3aHO
¢ 06beKTOM, 0603HAYAIOIINM MM TIPEACTAB/IAIONMINM KOT0-To My 4To-10. Ilocemenne Ono
B 11(a B3aMMOJEIICTBYET C UTPOIL aif0, KOTOpas CBA3bIBACT CUMBO/IM3M B Ma I ailo 0JIOIOH
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C peanusanyeil KOHUENY peMHKaPHALMA B 4eI0BE4eCKOI >KI3HI. BhIsicHAeTCA, YTO Cylle-
CTBYeT CUHEpPIus MeXAy uda, allo OJI0IOH U perHKapHauyeil. [JeaeTcsa BEIBOL O TOM, YTO
peMHKapHAIMA — 9TO MHKAIICYIMPOBaHHAsA KOHIEIIINA, KOTOPasA MOXKET ObITh IIPOMJIIIO-
CTpUpOBaHa [Py IIOMOLIM ACIIEKTOB PEIUIMO3HOI U COLMAIbHOI >KM3HY Hapoja itopyba —
uda u arto omomnoH. Takum 06pasom, appuKaHCKIME KyIbTyPHBIE CMBOJIBI IIPEACTABIIOTCS
0CA3aeMBIMI CPEJCTBAMM KYIbTYPHOIO Hace[Ns, IO3BO/AOIIMMIA PElIaTh IPOTUBOPEYM-
Bble TYMaHUTAPHBIe IPOO/IEMBI, TaK1e KaK Bepa aQpUKaHIeB B PeMHKapHALINIO.

Kniouesvie cnosa: nda, aito ononon, Oxy-nda, nepepoxienne, ceMUOTUKA, CHMBOIU3M,
KyZbTYypa.
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