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Heroism of Suicide in Stoicism and Early Oyo
Empire Traditional Politicai Setting

Bosede Adefiola Adebowale
University oflbadan, Ibadan, Nigeria

Abstract

Suicide, as a concepi, lias becn a subjcct of philosophical, psycliological,
sociological and rciigious inquiry in ancicnl, medieval and modem
histor>' ol ideas. 'llirough tlic coursc of history, suicide has evokcd a
widc range of rcactions. 1l has I>ccn Ix>tli condemncd and condoncd by
various societies. Generally, suicide is regarded as an anti-social
Ixhaviour, condemncd by Christianity, Islam and Traditional Religions.
Despile tlic condcmnation, suicide was stili condoncd under certain
circumstances. For instancc, in ancicnl Greece and in thé early Oyo
Yoruba j>olitical setting, suicide was an acccptable way of dcaling witli
militar)-defeat in ordcr to preserve national and personal lionour and
dignily. Tlierefore, a nuinl>cr of questions sudi as Svhat bave
constiluted suicide?” *lo wvhal extent can suicide Ix- considcrcd a
ralional choicc?’ ‘Aid wiliat is tlic inorai pcrmissibility of suicide?’ bave
been raised. Pbilosopbical argumcnts, regardiug wbetlier or noi suicide
can bc morally acccptable, range from sQ-ong op|K)silion to its
jicrception as a sacrosanct righi. The latlcr is a strong tenet of die Stoics
who considcr suicide as an honorific acL Aldiough die Yoruba
condonili suicide, diey also condonc and even considcr it an
honourable diing to do under certain circumstances. ’lliis papcr
examines die honourable aspecls of Stoics’ conccpts of suicide and die
politicali)- motivated suicide in die cari)' Oyo Empire traditional |x>litical
organizalion sudi as die case wliere a liost of tide holders, known as
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dixAmkii, had lo commi! suicide a! the dcmisc of tlic kiug so as lo
accompauy liirn lo llic hcrcafter. Today, liowevcer, many commil suicide
noi oul of Iradilional obligatiou bui lo cscapc wlial sccms lo Ix
iml)carablc circumslanccs ciaiming dial suicide is a personal choice.
This papcr argues llial no mailer bow plausiblc llic idea is suicide is
madmissiblc and abominablc from every slandpoinL

Kcy words: Suicide, Honour, Stoicism, Oyo Iradilional jxilidcal sctling

Introducdon

Throughoul hislory, suicide as philosophical, psycbological, sociological
and rcligious subjccl bas generateci problcms in moral understanding.
Many societies liavc pcrccived suicide as wrong, noi only againsl oneself
bui also againsl die society. For ycars, die generai understanding of die
word ‘suicide’ bas been commonly defined, simply as, “die taking of
one’s own life”. In addition, in die western tradilion, suicide bas always
beici a negative connolation nidi most (K-opic bclieving dial suicide as a
solution lo a problemi is a cowardly act. 1l bas even been viewed as die
aclion of somconc wbo is mcntally unslablc. In die Englisb languagc,
die word suicide was dcvcloped somcwlierc around 1651 as noted by
Velasqucz wbo adds dial “prior lo die scventecndi ccnluiy, die English
lenns for suicide includcd self - liomicide, self—dcstruclion, and sci! —
murder” (1987:48). The tcrm ‘suicide’ is derived from die lutili word
suicidium, a combinaUon ol' lwo Inalili words, sui - self, and cacdcre -
lo kill; henee, llic lenii suicide litcrally means ‘to kill oneself wiliicli
denotes a deliberale or intcntional aclion causing one’s own dcadi.

'Elie word ‘suicide’ bas been assigned various dcfinitions according
lo llic pliilosopliical psycbological and sociologica! dieorics and cullural
perspeelives-in wliicli il is defined. Ncverdiclcss, dicrc is iiiucli to Icarn
when considcring die queslion of wlial exacdy is incani by llic word
suicide or wlial consUtulcs wlial is referred lo as suicide. Ordinarily, il'
an avcragc man walkiug on die streets is askcd lo dcfinc suicide, he
would probably say “suicide is when a jiersoii lakes bis own life”. This
dcfinilion does noi pul itilo consideralion die factor or circumslanccs
llial prompt sudi reaelion fremi an individuai. Hcncc, a more
comprehcnsive ddinilion is needed lo explain die lcrm ‘suicide’. For
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instaiice, Fairbaini (1995: 58) defines suicide as “an attempi lo inflict
dealli upon oneself and is intcntional rallier llian conscqucnlial in
nature.” In lliis definilion, Fairbaini emphasises llial I'or a deatli lo bc
referred lo as suicide, lite inlcnlion of ihc individuai involved matlcrs.
In line willi lliis definilion, Emile Durkheim, a sociologist, defines
suicide as a “dcalli rcsuldng dirccdy or indirccdy from a positive or
negadve act of llic viedm bimself, wliicli he knows will produce (bis
result” (Durkheim, 1897:42). Beauchamp, anodier sociologist, willi (he
mind dial Durklicim’s definidon is neidicr sufiicienl nor comprehcnsive
enough, l'or it.Icfl some fundamcntal quesdons and issucs on suicide
unanswered, lormulates what can bc regarded as ‘a narrower and more
solid’ definilion of suicide. Beauchamp asserts:

An acl or omission is a suicide if a persoli inlendonally
brings aboul liis or hcr orni deadi, unless die deadi (a) is
coerccd or (li) is causcd by condidons dial are noi
specifically arrangcd by die agcnt l'or llic pur|iose of
bringing aboul dcadi (1996:114).

According lo Beauchamp, die dcadi ol a persoli cocrced into laking bis
or ber own fife sliould noi he considercd as suicide. The individuai
commitdng suicide musi inlendonally bring aboul bis or hcr own deadi
widiout cxtcnial modvadon or force.

Therc are various rcasons why pcople cxhibil suicidai behaviour.
Bui die most widely accepted rcason why some pcople kill diemselves is
dcspcradon. However, il has been nolcd llial some odicr pcople (akc
dicir lives in an act of sclf-sacrificc. In explaining die radonale behind
suicide, Baeschler (1979:60) considers suicide as die responso of
individuate lo certain fife problcms. A psychologist, Karl Mcnninger, in
bis tlieory, pinj>aiiil.s dirce disdnet psychic clcments in suicide: “die wish
lo kill, die wish lo bc killed and die wish lo die” (1938:45). Shneidman
I Xlwin, a mcnlalist, sccs suicide as an act emphasising an “unbearablc
psychological pain” (1981:225).

The acl of suicide, according lo Kanl (1963:148), has been viewed
in various ways; many sociedes bave lield il lo he reprehensiblc, or
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pcnnissiblc, or cven licroic. From heroic perspeclive, Kupfer (1990: 73-
74) asscrls lliat suicide cau bc regarded as being honourablc il'il aims al
protecling die lives or well-bcing of odiers. A good cxample Uial gocs
along widi diis notion is ol'a spy who lakes bis life in ordcr lo prevenl
being subjccted lo torture diat will lead lo bis rcvealing viial information,
cspccially about bis country. Coscullucla (1995: 76-81) opincs Uial die
good conscquenccs ol' suicide might oulweigh its bad consequcnces in
sudi a way dial die suicide mighl bc considered admirablc “or even
morally obligatory”. Looking al suicide from anodier angle, Dworkin
(1993: 238) expresscs diat no mailer die radonalc behind die aedon,
suicide does noi show “regard Ibr die sanctity of life”, wliile many odiers
considcr suicide as ‘arranl cowardice’.

Kant asscrls dial diere was a dine in Greck and Roman hislory
when suicide was regarded as honourablc, dial die Romans forbadc
llicir slaves lo commit suicide becausc diey did noi bclong lo thcmselves
bui lo llicir maslers as dicy wcrc regarded as ‘tliings’. Considcring
Kupfcr and Coscullucla’s ideas on suicide as being honourablc and
admirablc, certain instances of suicide among die ancicnt Greeks and
Yoruba Iraditional polidcal setting cannot I> ovcrlooked bui be
considered as acls of hcroism. Jayawickremc and Stefano (2012:14)
deline hcroism as “an individual's commilment lo a notile purposc,
usually aimcd al furdicring die welfarc of odiers, and involving die
willingness lo acccpl die consequcnces of achicving llial purposc.” I'or
instance, llic suicide of Socrales and Seneca cannot bc regarded as
cowardly, neidier is die suicide of die Abgbaku and some politicali)’
motivalcd suicidcs of high-placcd cliicfs among die Yoruba lic
describced as “arranl cowardice’

The Sloics considcr living an honourablc and virtuous life when it
lasLs as a necessity. To die Stoic, only a virluous man can ullimatcly
relcase himsclf from Iroublcs by commildng suicide, wliicli, according
to die Sloics, is simplc and ac(|uiescence in Fate wliicli crowns die good
man’s life. 'Die Sloics suggesl suicide as die only remedy for failure.
Many Sloics philosophers acted according to dicir philosophical Icncl.
For instance, Zeno of Ciuum, die founder of Sloicism, committcd
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suicide as wcll as Clcantlics of Assris and Seneca, lite lulor of Lmpcror
Nero.

Historical Background o fthé Yoniba People
lite Yoruba people inhabit die soulhwcslcm part of Nigeria, wbere tliey
Form onc of lite major clhnic groups. The Yoruba people occupy thé
wholc of Ogun, (),sun, Oyo, Ondo, Lkili and Lagos States and
substanlial parts of Kwara and Kogi States in lite country. Apart I'rom
Nigeria, a substanlial numl>cr of lite Yoruba people can Ix; found in lite
soulhcaslcm part of lite Kcpublic of Beimi, Brazil and many ollicr West
African counlrics sudi as Fogo and diana. According to Alauda
(1980:1), liow far back llic Yoruba jicoplc bave inhabited Ilicir
liomcland caiuiot I>e detennined witli prccision. This is as a rcsult of
tlic faci llial tlic people, lliougli higlily skillcd in otlicr aspccls of human
cndeavours, did noi dcvclop tlic art of wriling and tliercfore bave no
writtcn rccords. Tliey presene tlieir rccords in forni of orai tradition
wliich is passeri frolli one generation lo anollicr due lo tlic abscncc of
\vrilten rccords, Yoruba orai tradition has prcscntcd multiple concepts
of origin in contrasl \viili thé popular llieorics llial linked tlic origin of
thé Yoruba jicoplc to Arabia, Egypl and Nubia withoul valid evidente,
bui fortunalcly, \vitli strong linguistic cvidencc, il has becn suggested tliat
thé Yoruba people or tlieir immediate anccstors bave movcd lo thé
place tliey occupy as tlieir liomcland from Nigcr-Benuc conlluencc are
In die carly Yoruba traditional politicai sclling, politically
motivated suicide was rampant. According lo Adclxiyc (2006:189),
“widiin a sjiace of leu ycars, thrcc prinripal cliiefs had committed
suicide...Tliey did diis as tliey jicrcched tlicmsehcs on thé brink of
ignominy”. The Yoruba considcr suicide as a means of protccling and
presening their honour, ibis is in line witli a Yorulia popular dictum:
/leu vaj gsin Iq - ricadi is prefcrablc to ignominy.

Suicide in Andent Greek and Roman Societies and Philosophy

In die classica! perirai, suicide hcld a rliffcrciit connotation tlian it tlocs
trxlay. Tlic ancient Grccks perceiverl suicide in lenns sudi as: “to
grasping ricadi,” “to die volunlarily,” anrl “lo rlie by onc’s own lianrl”
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(Vclasqucz, 1987:4?)). To the ancicnt Greeks and Romans, llic word
suicide’ Itaci In)ili licroic and imtnoral associations. Il bccamc oflicially
eondemned by llic Clirislians in AD 452. Prior to die Christian era and
even sliortly alter, the aristocracy of many eultures considcrcd suicide a
viablc option lo public humiliation, cspccially, tliat of public trial. To
die Greeks and Komans, il was much better to cmbracc dcadi diali to
surrcndcr or he punished. Suicide, in this case, granlcd die individuai
dignity in dcadi Uial Ixdittcd Uicir social standing.

During die fifdi cenlury B.C., compulsory suicide was used as a
means of exccution. Tliis was die case of Socratcs, an ancicnt Greek
philosopher wilio llourishcd in die fifdi cenlury B.C., and was
conipcllcd to drink hcmlock in 39?) B.C. (Hunie, 1?)98:60). Apart from
ibis, suicide was pcmiiltcd by Greek customs under ccrtain situations
sudi as illncss and old agc. Cavali asserts diat die magistrates in Adicns
supplied poison l'or tliosc wilio requested tlieir ovwn dcadi, bill in ordcr
I'or diis request to lic granted olficially, die Sellate must be convinccd
licyond any doulit. Cavati declares:

Wliocvcer no longer wvishes lo live shall state his reasons to
die Sdiate, and al'ler liaving rcccived pennission shall
aliandoli life. 1l your cxistencc is hatcful to you, die; ifyou
are ovcrwhclmed by fate, drink die hemlock. If you are
Ixivwed wvitli grief, aliandoli life. Lei die unhappy man
recounl his misfortunc, lei die magistrale supply him witli
die remedy, and  his vvretchcdncss will come to an end
(1965:14).

Rome as die cultural heir of Grcece inherited her atdtudcs tovvard
suicide as a means of caring for personal problems. And due lo die
sopliisdcation of die Roman society, die Romans’ tolcration of suicide
iucreased. Alvarez. (1972:61) declares, “die Romans looked on suicide
widi neither fcar nor revulsion, hut as a carcfully considcrcd and chosen
validaUon of die way dicy had lived and die principles dicy had lived
by.” During ibis jierkid, the Roman society was grcatly allcctcd by die
Sloics’ concepi of suicide. According to Roman law, suicide was noi a
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crime against morality or rcligion. A perso» wlio commiUed suicide was
greatly houourcd. However, die rcason I'or suicide musi bc for virtuous
causes. Many who commillcd suicide bccamc heroic figures. A good
cxample is Lucretia, die wifc ol' Collaliiius, who was raped by Scxtus,
die lliird so» of Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, die lasl king ol Rome.
Scxtus did noi only rape Lucrclia; bc also proposilioned ber lo submit
lo bis scxual advanccs and dircatcned llial bc would kill a slave and
Lucrclia logcdicr and implicale diem in an affair. Lucreda, liaving
informcd ber fadicr of die situadon, called I'or vengcancc and Killed
berseli'. Lucreda commillcd suicide lo presene ber lionour as a Roman
malron. The Roman Iradidon has il diat diis incident led lo die
dcdironcmcnt of Tarquinius and die establishment of die Roman
Rcpublic.

Calo die Younger and Marcus Brutus sen e as furdier examplcs of
aristocrats in ancienl Grcek and Roman society who, likc Lucreda,
considered suicide as a means of avoiding disgnicc and presen ing dicir
lionour. The accollili ofsuicide of Calo (he Younger was an uldmatc act
of dedalico against Julius Caesar. Calo was a Roman politician, .Sloic
pbilosopbcr and great-grandson of Calo die Censor. Calo, posscssing
die family lIrails of inorai inlegrity and generai slubbornness, I'ound
biniseli' standing in opposidon againsl Julius Caesar. Alicr bis linai
defcal in die Balde ofThapsus byJulius Cacsar’s legions, Calo resolver!
lo kill biniseli' liefore bc could be capturcd and become a paivn in die
liands ofJulius Caesar.

Marcus Brulus, a descendant ofJunius Brutus in wbose lionour,
according lo Plularch, die ancienl Roman ereclcd a statue ofbronzc and
placet! il in die midsl of llicir kings, also commillcd suicide in dcliancc
against tyranny. He was a Roman polideian and pbilosopher persuader!
to join in die conspiracy agallisi Julius Caesar. After die deadi ofJulius
Caesar, Oclavius Caesar, becamc a consul and deelared die conspiralors
die cnemies of die stale. Al cxilc, be and Cassius raiscd an army lo fighi
againsl Ibc annics of Oclavius Caesar and Mark Anlony bui met widi
del'eal al die Balde of Philippi. Brutus, liaving lice» del'eated in balde,
lieti and begged bis me», ouc alicr die ollier, to hold llicir sword and
bel]) bini drive il botile. Witb their refusai, be laler killcd biniseli willi
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lus own sword. Howcvcr pcrmissible suicide iniglil bave been, it was noi
acccplablc for all, soldiers and slaves, and Iliosc accused or guilty of
capitai crimes were noi pennilled llic grate of suicide.

lite word ‘suicide’ tcnded lo gel sporadic radicr diali systemalic
allenlion froin philosophcrs prior lo die Stoics and Epicureans. The
lirsl significanl philosophical debatc in line widi die moralily of suicide
carne from the famous Greck pliilosophcr, Socrales. In I’iato’s Phacdo,
Socrates cndiusiastically supported die Pydiagorcans diesis dial suicide
is always wrong because il means releasing oneself; tlial is, die soul,
I'rom die prison or guard posi, which is die body, in which die gods bave
placed il in as a Ibrm of punisbment. Socrates stales:

...dial we men are put in a sort of guard-post, from wbicli

one must noi release onc’s self tir run away... The gods are

our kcepers, and wc meli are one of dieir posscssions

(Phacdo, 6 111).

Widi diis, Socrates cmpbasises dial man is die properly of die gotls.
Tlius, man docs noi bave die righi lo take wlial does noi bclong to bini,
specificali)’, bis life. Il is ready ironie dial Socrales was cocrced to lake
bis own life by drinking bemlock, liaving been accused of impiety and
cornipdng die youtlis. Considering Beauchamp’s definition of suicide,
one may readily conclude dial Socrates’ act may noi necessarily be
considcrcd suicide. Howcver, considering bis own situadon, Socrates
asserLs dial one may baie to lake onc’s own life il il is required. Hencc,
bc asserts:

So ilI" you look al il diis way | supjiose il is noi
unrcasonable lo say dial wc must noi pul an end to
ourselves unlil Goti scnds some compulsion likc ibis, like
die one we are facing now (Phacdo, G2c).

Socrates is of die opinion dial man cali lake bis life if bc rcccives llie
direedve from die gods wliom he considcrs die owner of die soul or life.
He considcrs bis semente lo I>e llie calling of die gtxls dial it was dine
for bini lo depart. I’ialo, die most prominenl of Socrates’ disciples,
leans u|x)n Iwo opinions conccniing suicide. He daims dial suicide is
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disgraccful and abominablc il commiUed oul of lack of cfl'ort and
unmanly cowardice. Such onc, according lo Pialo, is “violendy robbing
bis Fate - allollcd sbare” (Lam, 837c). Herc, Pialo condcmns suicide
llial is bascd on mere indolcnce or fcar ol facing lite ordinary hardsbips
of life. Howcvcr, Pialo rccognises Tour cxccplional circumslanccs llial
may necessitale Ilie taking of onc’s orni life. For inslance, he asscrts llial
wlicn onc’s soul is morally corrupled and onc’s character cannot lic
salvagcd or one bas parucipaled in grossly unjusl action, suicide is a
vvclcomced idea. Suicide cali also bc excuscd vvlien il is a judicial dccrec
or wilien compelled by some tcrribly painlul and inescapable ili fortune.
He States:

I meati die man wvliosc violcnce fruslralcs die dccrec of

desliny by self-slaughter diougli no scnicnce of die siale bas

required diis of bini, no stress of cruci and incvitable

calamity driven bini lo llie acl, and he bas been involved in

no desperate and intolcrablc disgrace, llie man wlio llius

givc unrighteous scnlcnce against biniseli from mere

poliroonery and unmanly cowardice (ljuvs, 873c).

Pialo assumes llial a man’s life musi bc govcrned by die concepi ol civic
duly and regards die siate as a naturai plicnomenon associateci wilb
gods. Hence, crimes against die siate are crinies againsl die gods and
vice-versa. Widi diis, Plato is of die opinion llial anyone wlio commits
suicide unjusdy is commilling a crime against bolli die siale and die gods
and must lie cicali willi according lo die direction ol' die siate and llie
gods. According lo bini, sudi one “musi bc buricci ignominiously in
wasle and namclcss sporls on die boundarics betvvecn die tweclve
distriets, and die tomb sitali be marked by neidier beadstone nor name"
(Lam, 873d-e).

Aristodc sliarcs Plalo’s opinion llial sell-slaugbtcring is noi jusl a
wvrong againsl oneself bui also againsl die state or die community. He
considcrs il ;ui acl of cowardice for one lo take onc’s own life in ordcr lo
avoid poverly or pains; be explains llial a man wvlio killcd biniseli'in a (il
of rage is guilly of a crime for whbicli die siale sbould propcrl)’ cxact die
due penalty (Arislollc, Nicoinachcan 1138a 3-11). Likc bis
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predecessore, he adniils timi llicrc are ccrtain cirruinstauccs wliicli
make suicide pcrmissiblc, and dial suicide cali he coinmitted by llic
order of die siale. He also adniils dial sclf-killing docs noi treal oncsclf
uiijuslly as long as il is (lone volunlarily, silice llie barili donc lo oncscll’
is conscnsual. The Cynics prescribe suicide as llie only remedy Il'or any
kiiicl of failurc in order lo live a radonal lifc. To llic Cynics, if a man
caiinol live a raUonal lil'c, dien suicide is llic bcsl opdon I'or him.

Widi llic decline of llic power of Grcecc and changing valucs, as
well as nidi die rise of individualism, die nicaning of die word suicide
changcd. Il became an officiai acl dial an individuai had llic righi lo
decide whedier he sliould continue living or noi. Il was during diis pcriod
dial Sloics and Epicurcans approvcd suicide, lliough diey had dilferenl
rcasons l'or dicir approvai. The Epicurcans, often referred as die ‘pleasure
sccking philosophcrs’, believed dial anytime die pleasure of life
lermiiiatcd, dicrc was no rcason to conlinue living. As asscrlcd by Cavali
(1965:15), Epicurus wanied mcn dial tlicy sliould consider il carefully if
diey would prefer dealli coniing lo diem or diey themsclves would go lo
deadi. The Sloics liclieved dial wlicn diings gel loo intolerahle, deatli is
llie liesl opdon. Silice ibis papcr aims al analysing die Sloics’ tenets of
suicide, thé discussion dial follows is bascd on Stoicism.

The Sloics and Ethics

| o undersland die posidon of die Sloics on die subject of suicide, llic
best place lo begin is llic cxaminadon of Sloics philosophical ediics as
well as dieir vicw of deatli. To start widi, bere is a generai background to
Stoicism. Stoicism was a scliool of dioughl dial llourishcd in Check and
Roman andquity. It was establislicd by Zeno of Cidum in Adicns aboul
300B.C. Al ils formadon, die Sloics wcrc lirst known as ‘“Zenonians’
after die founder, Zeno, bui .evcntually, dicy dubbed die name Stoa
frolli Stoa Poikie (painled porch) whcrc ihey used to assalitile
(Diogenes Hierlius, vii. 5). Stoicism has ils rools in die philosophical
aclividcs of Socrales. lls hislorical journey, according to Imvood, degan
in llic enrichmenl of dial Iradidon willi odier inllucnces by Zeno of
Cidum alinosi a cenlury alici die dcadi of Socrales (Imvood, 2003:1). I
was one ol die lofdcsl and mosl sublime philosophies in die record of
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Western civilisalion. Adkins ohserves ihat Sloicism had ils beginning in
a ebanged world in whicli carlicr codes of conduci and ways of
underslanding proved noi lo bc suilable any longcr, and “die grcatness
ol' lite lile and diougbl of llie Grecek city-state had ended widi die dcadi
of Aristotie and dial of Alexander die Creai” (1970:213). Al ibis Urne,
Adiens was no longcr die cenile of worldly attraedon il user! lo bc; die
carlicr disUnction betvvecn die Greeks and Barbarians had been
destroyed. Hence, die Hcllcnistic pliilosophy, especially Sloicism and
Epicureanism, rcvolved round ediics with die objective of belping
pcoplc gain Iranquillity of mind, silice al diis period, situadon seemed lo
I>e oul of control.

The etliical teaching of die Sloics is based on Iwo vital principles.
The lirsl is dial die universe is govcrned by absolule law, wliich admits
no cxccpdons. The second sliows dial die csscndal nature of man is
rcason. 'lllese are summed up in llie fainous Sloic maxim, ‘Live
according lo nature’. There are Iwo standpoints lo diis maxim. In die
lirsl inslancc, il means dial man sliould adliere biniseli lo llie nature in
die wider scuse, dial is lo conform bimself lo die law of die universe.
Sccondly, bc sliould comply bis aedons lo die nature in die narrower
scuse, lo bis own essenlial nature wliich is reason.

The Stoics and Suicide

Sloics’ ediics lias ils basis in dicir doclrine of oikeiosis. According lo
ibis llicory, die basic desire in all animals, human being inclusive, is for
self preservatoli. O1l die basis of diis insdncl for self- preservatoti,
individuai ascrilics valuc. According lo llic Stoics, a non-ralional animai
chooscs as object what will conlribule lo die presen-adon of ils exislcnce
sudi diings as food, water, and shclter, bui for a radonal animai, dial is
ralional aduli human licing, on die odicr band, tlicse basic physical
needs are supplcmented nidi odiers dial are equally imporlant for
sunival. For a ralional being lo sun ne noi mcrcly as an animai, he musi
pursue diose diings tliat cali presene bodi bis soni and body, frcc and
indcpendcnl of odiers. In order lo do ibis, it bccomcs imperadve for an
individuai to make choices tliat may appear noi lo furtlier presene die
lile of thé persoli. John Seliars (2006: 108-109) gives an cxamplc of suoli
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dccision making. He cxplains tlial il a inali is being ilinaiciied lo lic
killcd by a lyrant il he docs noi agrcc lo do eerlain lliings 11mi lic linds
objcclionablc or lliink lo bc wvrong, il' sudi onc inlends lo presene
biniseli as a ralional being, he sliould stand up lo ilio lyrant, even il il
means ilio loss of bis lifc. The qucslion Ilial may arisc from ibis logicai
cxplaualion is: how could gclling oncsclf killcd conlribulc lo onc’s self
prcscnalioni™ 1l is possible I'or sudi onc lo givo in lo llic demands of thé
lyranl and conlinuc living biologically, bui liicrc is somclliing far more
imporlanl llial is lost - self esteem. Thus, die Sloic’s llieory ol self
prcscrvation, in case ol ralional being, Will somelimes Icad lo clioices
llial may, in aclual faci, llircatcn die physical cxislcnce ol an individuai.
Bui Ilien as Socrales puls il, il is noi mere living Hial is imporlanl bui
living wcll (Pialo, Ch'io 48b). |Ibis, llien, is die rationalc iichind
Socrales’ dccision lo face bis cxcculion rallier Ilian laking die advanlage
of cscaping wvlicn ilio opportunily presented ilsclf. Considering die case
of Socrales, living by a consislcnl sei of principio was far more imporlanl
llian merely living al wvbalever pricc. Bearing in mine! ilio lifc of
Socrales, Epidclus, a lalcr Sloic, agrces (bai a man is noi lo bc saved by
any sbaincful means; he is saved by dying and noi by running away
(/ter. 4:1.165).

I’aradoxically, Ilien, il is ibis llieory of sclf-prcservalion of die
Sloics llial forms llic basis I'or llieir oulragcous defcnce of suicide.John
Sellars (2006:109) obscrvcs llial “suicide may well be die end l'or an
individuai (jua animai, bui il may be ilio mosl appropriale ad of
individuai qua ralional being”. The Sloics’ elliics has il tlial suicide may
be die ouly ralional option in some cases. The laler Sloics, cspccially
llic Roman Sloics, became fanious I'or adbering lo diis doclrinc. The
mosl prominenl ones nere Calo llic Youngcr and Seneca wlio accepled
llic imposed suicide I'orccd on bini by Nero. Zeno and Cleaulbes, die
carly Sloics, are also reported lo bave commilled suicide (DI. 7.28 &
176).

I lio Sloics’ advocacy for suicide is in every way conlrary lo die
suicidai view ol die Wesleni society veliere suicide bombingas a forni of
lerrorism, parlicularly amoug Islamic exUemisls is a common cvenl.
Dnrkbeim idenlilies linee lypes of suicide, namely, egoislic, allruislic
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and anomic. According Lo ilio sociologica! dieory of Durklicim, lite
incidenLs of suicide depend o» lite dcgrec lo wiliicli an individuai fccls
conncclcd lo or integrateci williin a socicly. Going by lliis dieory, suicide
rcsulls where an individuai lacks dose relalionsliip or social bonds
(Durkheim, 1897:222-22."). This liicory, lliough applicablc lo some
cxlenl in modem society or civilisation, does noi esplicate lite suicide
ideologi' espresseci by lite Sloics.

The Stoics llieory of scll-presenalion gocs a long way in
csplicaling dicir paradosical daini of presening oncsclfas a ralional
being, even il il is lo rccourse lo suicide. This theory, as espounded by
thé Sloics, relates lo virlue and honour. According lo Arius Didymus, as
analysed byjohn Sellars (2003:110-134), Zeno divided tliings timi esist
itilo linee calcgories, namely: tliings tlial are good; tliings tliat are bad
and tliings tliat are indillerenl. Arcle - virlue and tliings tlial parlicipalc
in virlue are regarded as ‘good’, wliilc vice and tliings tliat parlicipalc in
vice are classilicd as ‘bad’. Evcrything else is indillerenl; ibis indudes:
onc’s life, reputalion, heallh, poverly or wealtli and all otlicr esternai
objeels. Accepting this llirecfold division means focusing atlenlion on
cultivaling and presening arcle, wliicli, according lo thé Sloics’ tenets, is
thé only good, and paying less atlenlion on presening one’s hiological
life.

Virlue, as conceived by llic Sloics, is an csccllcnl disposition of
the soul, idenlilicd willi perfect ralionality, and tlie only good wiliicli
conlributes lo one’s sunival as ralional being. Zeno and Chrysippus
deline virlue as “a disposition and facully of thé governing principle of
the soul broughl itilo being by reason” (Plularch, Mondin. 441b-c).
Esplaining why virlue is regarded as thé only good, thé Sloics juslapose
virlue witli food and water for a good condition I'or the body lo ensure
thé csccllenl condition of llie soul. Man, lo the Sloics, is by nature a
ralional being; tlius, die only good for man is tliat wliicli presenes bini
as ralional being. The only good lo lliem is virlue. The Sloics arguc tliat
eslernals sudi as heallh and wealtli cannol he regarded as good hecause
lliey can also he used for bad ends. Tliey are morally indiUcrcnl, good
or bad, in lliemselvcs. In additimi, die Sloics daini tlial die possession
of eslernals, sudi as wealtli or heallh, caiinol guaranlcc happiness, luit
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llic posscssion ol'virtuc cali. Tliis is noi lo suggcsl (hai ilio Sloics lolally
coiideimi everylhing under ‘indiUerenl’, especially good lieallli and
rielies.

o llic Sloics, virine is llic govcrning principle ol llic soul. Virine
is idenlilicd wilh liappiness (eudemonia), whicli is considered as die
stimmum bollimi (die mosl good). Virine and liappiness go liand in
hauti and l'or one lo allain llic sumnumi bollimi, llic Sloics propose an
ethical ideal fainously represeuled as ‘living in accordance wilh nalure.’
I o live according lo nalure is lo live aceording lo reason. Mence, llic
wise man consciously subordinales liis li'c lo die lilc of die whole
universe, and rccogniscs biniseli’as merely a cog in die greal macinile.
Silice virlue alone is good and die only liappiness, man musi he
virluous, noi l'or die sake of pleasure, bui I'or die sake of duiy. Thus,
lollowing Sloics’ lenels ol lilc according lo nalure, die man ubo caunol
live according lo nalure should lake die ralional way out by commilling
suicide.

Sloicism bad Iradilionally permilled suicide as a ralional exil in
extremis. Clirysippus, die Iliird Icadiug ligure in die early Sloicism, is of
die militi dial a wisc man may lake bis own lilc and dius evade
uubearable human troubles. Mere, Cluysippus did noi mean dia! auy
illness would jiislily die wisc man’s self inllicled tienili; radier, he incani
an illness whicli ibrealened bis virlue. Kpiclelus acknowlcdgcs ibis
doclrine llial suicide could he .juslilied under inlolerable material
circumslanccs and goes oul ol’liis way lo give ibis doclrine a llieological
endorsemenl. He says:

II’'you (God) send me lo wliere human beings caunol live in
accordance willi nalure, I shall dcparl- noi in disobedienl lo
you, bui as (botigli you were signalliug die relreal. 1 do noi
abandon you, lieaven forbiti! Bui 1see llial you bave no
need ol ine. Bill il a lilc according lo nalure is granted me, |
sball seek no olber place diali ubere | ani or ollier peoplc
llian diose | am wilh (Kpiclelus, Discourscs 3.2 1. 101-2).
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Accordili!" lo Diogenes l.acilus, ihe Sloics pcrmil a man lo lake
lus oivii lilc ralionally Ibr one ol"ilio lollowiuu; rcasons: on bcliall' ol liis
connina <r I»s Incuci, oi il lie is alllicled By intolcrablc paiu or an
incurable discast' (D.l.. 7.130/SVT iii 757). Hcre, (lealii may be scll-
iullicled citlier lor llic sake ol oucscll or ol somcouc else, or under
special circumslances. | lardivi,i; (Iddii) icnds lo be in agrcemenl tvilli die
Sloics. In bis llicory wbieli he lerms a ‘'laniib cenlered' approacli lo
bioelliics, lie argues (hai somelimcs ibe burdens llial a persoli imposes ou
olliers, parlicularly laniily uiembers or loved ones. by conlinuing lo live
are sulliciciilly greal llial (ine inay bave a dnly lo die in order lo relieve
(beni ol illese burdens. Ilardwig slrcsscs ibe nnlairness ol die burden llial
a persoli imposes on olliers by conlinuing living. The use ol ibe terni
'ralionally’, by ibe Sloics, seems lo imply llial ouly someone wise could be
siile aboul ivben il is jusliliable lo eommil suicide, silice ouly bini will
invariablv reeognise ubai naturali) provides ibe basis lbr a proper
decision lo die. Hoivcvcr, ibere is nolbiiig Troni ibe Sloics slaling ivben a
lool shollici eommil suicide silice be cannol be surc (bai bis aclion is
ualural. lei alone inorai.

(iraber agrees willi ibe Sloics' poiul ol viciv llial suicide is ralionally
juslilicd “il a reasonable appraisal ol die sitnalion rcveals llial one is bellcr
olidead” (i?7J81 :(>). Aceording lo (iraber, au appraisal is reasonable il il
resulls Troni a elearbeaded assessmenl ol bolv suicide tvould liirlber or
impede oiie’s ovcrall inlcresls includiiig ila presenl and luliire miliics and
preTerenees. \ Villi ibis appraisal, ibi reliire, one sliould knenv ivben lo cali
il “(uil* as ‘ibe door isopen'. lleiiee. |.piclelns deelares:

I o sumniari/e: remembei llial die door is open. Do noi
be more eowardb iliniiebildren, bui jusl as lliey say, ulien

die game no longer pleases lliem. 'l ivill play no more’,
voti loo. wlien ibings seem llial ivai lo you. sliould merely
sai'. 'l itili piai no more’, and so depuri; bui il voli slay,

slop moaniug (lipidi lus, Disrourscs 1.21.20).
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Ileri-, Fpiclclus Irics lo silcucc lliosc wlio uiijustiliably gripc abolii becm
miscrablc ilio game ol'liTc is lui llicm by rcmiiiding Ilicm (bai illlicii Idi
is Imi) miscrablc; lliey can simply c\il lile. He uses smoke lo rcprescul
lile’s Iroubles wben he says:

Ibis someoiie inaile smoke in llie lunisci* Il il is moderate.
I will sia)'; il loo mueb I go otilside. l;or you musi ahvays
remeinber and boli! Tasi lo ibis llial llie door is open... il
sullering is noi worlh your ubile die door is open; ifil is
ivorlli your ubile, bear il. I'or ilic door musi be open
againsl all emergeneies, and iben we bave no lrouble
(1.2.5.18, 2.1. 19-20).

F.pielelus believes llial, in exlreme circumslanccs, wlien ille smoke oblile
is loo lliiik and cruciai, and lliere is no good rcason io Ieel llial the
emergenc) condilion ol one's circumslanccs will improve, he conccdcs
llial mie woiild be belter olidead.

I'Vom all indicanoli, il is clear llial F.pielelus does noi eonsider
dealli as evil; ralber. be linds solale in lliinking ol ilealh as au cvcr-rcady
lire exils Iroin die reai lile inlernos llial cannol be exlinguisbeil by
\Yirinoiis means. Al D/sroiirsi's 3.22.hd-<I I, Fpiclclus ollers au argumenl
aimed al dispelling Agamemuon's baselcss ivorrv abolii bis endaugered
Iroops. lle reasons as lollous:

Agamemnon's lroops are mol lai

So, iI’thé Trojans do noi kill (beni all, llicn
(he Check Iroops will die anyway.

IT ricadi is an evil. ilien whetber die Check
Iroops die all al

once (now) or one al a lime (laici), dcath is

equally an evil
Bui tienili is merelj' die separalion ol' soni
and body

Ilcuce, dealli is noi au evil.
Il die Iroops die. die dooi is noi dose l'or
Agamemnon; be loo
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is allowed lo clic (hy suicide)
Thcerclbre, Againcmnon has nolhing lo
worry al>oul.

In ibis passagc, Kpiclelus is suggcsling limi Agamcmiion conici lake
comforl in die Uiouglit limi he is lice lo bill biniseli" insieme! olTaeing die
disgracc ofbeing die sole survivor and generai of die cnlire Grcek army.
By so doing, he would he prcserving bis lionour as a generai. He also
empliasiscs limi man can lake bis orni life whenever he considcrs il 11,

he dcclaics:

ITI ani so wreichcd, dealh is my haven. Tliis is die liaven ol"
cveryonc, dealh, ibis is our refuge. This is why nolhing limi
hclalls us in life is dilliciill. Whenever you wisli you can cxil
and no longcr he Irouhled hy smoke (Discourscs, 4.10.27).

Here, Kpiclelus sliows limi die sure nieans lo Ireedom is lo clic
cheerliilly. Seneca, anolher laler Sioic, shares die sanie inincl ividi
Kpiclelus hy glorifying suicide as die road lo Ircedoni. In ime ol bis
works enlilled Ixttcrs, Senec a slales:

The eternai law has clone nolhing belici' diali ils gili 1o us ol"
one cnlry lo lile, and nmiiy ways oul..., dicrc is one lliing in
life of wiliicli we necci noi complaiii; il delains no one
(70.2 ).

Seneca here implics llial man has die Ireedom lo choose any < die ways
oul, silice life does noi delain anyouc who is eager lo exil hy commilliiig
suicide. In-anolher work enlilled ()n Anger, Seneca declares:

In any kind ol slavery we shall show limi llicrc is a way lo
freedom. Il direnigli ils own laulls die mind is sick, and
wreichcd, a man may end bis miseries and hinisell....
VMiereier you look (bere is an end lo your ills. 1)o you sce
limi precipice? Down lliere is die way lo Ireedom. Do you
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(On similar occasions, onc man ouglil lo kill himsclf while
anollicr noi. Cato’s situalion alter die triumpli of Cacsar was
«lillcrenl I'om thal of otlicr pcoplc. His cliaractcr was
marked by extra-ordinary dignily (incrcdibilim gravitatali),
and he liad strcngtlicned llial dignily witli unccasing
consislcney (De Ot/idis. 1. 112)

Ciccro’s description of Calo is so laudalory llial il ma)' lic saie! llial he is
alrcady building llic legend of Calo Uic Sage. Calo’s dcalli is lieing
juslilicd by Cicero sorcly on llic ground Uiat Calo was wisc. According
lo Cicero, die dccision of llic wisc man lo (akc his orni life is ipso tarlo,
a rcasonablc dccision.

In line widi Ciccro’s idea, Seneca in his-Moia/ Episllcs wliicli is
virlually a pacali lo suicide opcns the topic widi die lieroic statcmcnl
llial die wisc man will live as long as he ouglit, noi as long as he can. He
added llial die wisc man will calculalc die possibilily of suicide long
bcforc he is under extreme conslrain. Widi lliis, il is effeminate lo say
‘while llicrc is life llicrc is liopc’. Seneca opposcs diosc who condcmn
righi lo suicide, lo liiin llial would he lo bar die palli lo frccdom
(Episllcs.70. 1i- 15).

Gencrally, llic Sloics vicw suicide as llic way lo frccdom lo evade
viccs and lyrami}. The Sloics believc Ilial a man nidi viccs sliould never
hcsilalc lo lake his orni life. On llic issuc of viccs, Cicero asscrls:

A man, in whoin tlierc prcdominalcs wliat accords witli
nature, has die duly of remaining in life, onc in whom wlial
is conlraiy lo nature prcdominalcs or scems aboul lo
predominate has duly of dcparling lirom life (De Finibus
3.60).

The Sloics dic! noi advocalc a parlicular mcdiod of commitling
suicide. To diem, many gatcs lo liberty lie open cvcrywhcrc; dicy are
short and easy. Suicide, however, according to die Sloics, is for die wisc
man who alone is capablc of makiug die calculadon as lo when lo exil as
llic door to frccdom is widc open. In conlrasl widi lliis idea, llic western
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societies assume that pcople, who are lound in contcmplation of or m
llie ad ol altempting suicide, are in need ol Help or noi in good fraine ol
inind. The society llicn sce il as die rcsponsibilily ol every persoti lo
intercede and stop sudi oncs from cominitling die acl because il is
believed that more olicil dian noi, individuals who attempi sudi an
aedon are noi laking llieir orni wislics into bue considerabon. Radicr,
die)- are (rying lo relieve diemsclves ol a problemi lliat can he lixcd.

The Yorubaand Suidde

Gencrally, die Yoruba, likc every odici pcople, condcmn die acl of
killing onesclf. Il is a laboo I'or anione lo deliberalely lake bis owu life.
Suicide is considerai as a grcal ollcncc agallisi die gods, humanity and
die community. VVlieu someone lakes his own life, die body is liaudcd
over lo die priest I'or burial, die family would noi be allowed lo perform
any burial rile I'or llie dcccascd (Afe, 2013:105).

Though die Yoruba consider suicide a laboo, polideally molivaled
suicide was a common and acceplable phcnonienon in Yoruba
tradilional polilical selling. Adeboye asserls that “williin a space of leu
)ears, linee principal chiel's had commilted suicide”, belween 1907 and
1917, liaalg Dada Opadere, liaalg Irefin and lialoguii Ola all
commilled suicide (2007:189). Earlicr lo ibis period, dierc had been
odier polideally molivaled suicides sudi as thé oncs narralcd by
Johnson. According lo him, llie head chief of Apomu commilled
suicide wlien Oyo decided lo allack his lown (19(>(»189). Kllis also
relales llie story of Maku, who succceded Addio,, die lirst chiefol Digos
in 1807.Maku commilled suicide liaving been dcfcalcd in a greal balde,
after reigning l'or aboul diree montlis (Kllis, 1891:6). The quesbon llial
arose from illese suicides is: Wlial molivaled illese public ligurcs lo
coininil suicide?

I’sychologisLs and sociologisis lune idcnlilied various rcasons l'or
suicide; Ibr instancc, Jean Bacschler (1979:60) sees suicide as die
response of individuals lo ccrlain problcms. According lo bini, ibis
response can be cscapisl, aggressive, obladvc or Indie. Kor die Yoruba,
Iwo imporlanl ladors sene as molivaling faclors I'or illese suicides. 1be
(irsi is honour, llie desire lo presene bolli personal and family lionour
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in ilio face ol public Immilialion. The second rcason is llieir belici in
immorlalily ol'llie soul or allertile.

Samuel Jolmson (17.3 delincs lionour in rclalionship lo
“rcpulaliou” and “fame”, lo privileges ofrank or birlh, and as respect ol
die kind wliich places an individuai socially and delermines bis righi lo
preccdcncc. He also explains lionour in lerms ol uobilily ol' die soul,
magnanimity, and a scora of meaiincss. |bis sorl ol lionour is derived
frolli die perceived virluous conduci and personal inlegrily of die
persoli endowed wilb il. I-rom Jobnson’s delinilion and many oliar
diclionarics’ delinitions, die word ‘lionour’ is oflen used lo denoie die
concepi of rcspeclabilily, rcpulaliou, personal inlegrily, dignitv, and
eslcem or selfesleem. Pill-Rivcrs defincs lionour as:

The vaine ofa persoli in bis own eyes bui also in die cycs of
llie socicly. Il is bis eslimalion of bis own wordi, bis daini lo
pridc, bui il is also die acknowledgcmenl of limi daini, bis
excellence recognised by socicly, bis righi lo pridc
(1966:21).

A criticai analysis of (bis delinilion of lionour sbows (hai personal
cvalualion ol one’s worlli is noi enougli lo beslow lionour; die
communily and society al large musi acknowledgc llie daini as rcllcctcd
in llie rcpulaliou of an individuai. In otber words, die society plays an
imporlanl role in judging someone as worlliy of lionour. Tbus, l'or
lionour lo be acquired, die communily and die society ai large play a
major role. Public opinion, as obscrvcd by Pill-Rivcrs, is very imporlanl.
'I'e Voruba lear of public opinion wliich amounls lo public ridiculc
called esili- ignominy- oflen drove tliem lo commil suicide, cspccially, il
llic family nanie or lineage was involved. Po die Yoruba people, an acl
ofdisrepule by a family member can mar die rcpulaliou of die family as
a wholc jusl as a family can bask in die lionour brougbl aboul by a
family member. John bilie (200.'»: 1) is of die opinion tlial lionour exisls
bolli subjeclively and objeclively. lionour is suhjeclivc wben an
individuai believes (bai he is culilled lo respecl. Bui il exisls objeclively
wben odiers trcal tliem wilb respecl, and if die individuai can |l
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nccessary cnforce respecl. The Yoruba concepi ol'honour is bolli ivays;
llicy believe llial lliey are cnlillcd lo il and look fonvard lo llic society lo
acknowlcdgc and Ircal llicm lionourably.

The Yoniba wcrc also inolivaled lo coimnil suicide because of
llieir belici in immorlalily of die soni. Thougb llie Yoruba accepl llic
incvilabilily of dcadi, (bey believe llial cicalii is noi llic end of life; il is
rallier a means wbercby (he prcscnl life is exchanged Ibr anollicr and
passcs inlo a "lilc beyond" callcd | 'Jiin-iwi (Alierlifc). Tliey vicw dcalli
as a mere separatimi of llic body and soul. Willi ibis, lliey believe llial
(he dead continue lo live in die world beyond or by being rcincaniatcd.
The wvarious riles and riluals performer! during burial, die oncs
performed during die burial of kiugs and cliicfs, especially, rellcct die
Yoruba’s belici in immorlalily. ’lliougli diere are variations in die riles
and riluals perlbrmed frolli one locaiily lo anodicr, after all die
necessary sacrifices bave becn performed witli various riles and riluals, il
is believed llial llic soul would continue ils journey lo die undenvorld,
lo die land of die anccslors. Human beings are kiiown lo bave becn
buricci wilb Kings; ibis is knowu as “A/jgbakiT, ibis is clone because il is
believed (bai a kiug canuol go on a journey alone; be musi bc
accompanicd (Adeboye 2006:198-199; Idowu, 1996:205-206; Drewal,
1992:38-39). | bis is also clone so llial die kiug will bave people lo scuci
on errands in die bereallei, just like in die normal lilc on cardi.

The belici' in aflerlife and reincarnalion gives die Yoruba die
assurancc of immorlalily; llius, die Yoruba believe llial il is allcr llic
nceessary riluals bave becn olfcred llial die deceased is reinslaled as an
anccslor because be has living descendaiiLs of die righi catcgory. As
Maycr . forles (1965:129) puLs il, “bis reinslalemenl in ibis status
eslablisbes bis conliuued relevance lbr bis society”. Mbiti (1992:125)
dcscribes die anccslors as “llic living dead” because, even diougli dead,
people believe llial diey are living cidicr in lieaven or in llic odier world
wberc tliey cali perforili llieir dulies as anccslors. The idea Ilial human
beings cali survive bodily dcalli is a nolion llial gives meaning lo llic
“wby” of human cxistcncc al all. To die Yoruba, personal survival is a
valici conclusion, because il validales die piclure ol Ilic Ultimale Rcalily
(Olédumaru) iviio iiiilially gaie lilc lo individuai persoli.
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'I'hcrc werc (wo lypcs ol suicide llic Yoruba considcrcd lo he
lionourablc; llic lirsl was rilual suicide wbicb was common in die old
<)yo Empire. |bis forni of suicide iuvolvcd cerlaiu dignilarics and
imporlanl lille holders in die society. Adeboye asserls dial illese
imporlanl individuals baci lo die on llie acccssion of a new king or on
liis dcmisc (2006:197). According lo Samuel Johnson (1966:63), llie
biological mollier ol die king-clecl was ollicially re<juired lo ‘go lo sleep’;
llial is, lo commil suicide die moment ber son xvas callccl lo bc king.
I bis was mandalory lo enable die king asseri bis suprcmacy widioul
violating any lilial obligalion expcclcd of a son. Apart Irom Ycyc Qba
(Queen molber) dial was askcd lo ‘go lo sleep’; llicre werc liosls of
odicr lille bolders llial baci lo commil suicide al die demise of die king
so as lo accompany bini lo die bercafler. Illese werc callccl abgbaku. In
llic lisi of die abgbaku providcd by Samuel Jobnson, die aremqg- die
Crowned I’rince- lops die lisi followcd by tlirec princes widi beredilary
lides namely; Magaji lyajiu, Agunpopo, and (Musami. Also includcd in
die lisi werc Iwo lided ineu, wbo werc noi of royal blood, namely
Olokuugsiu and Osi’urla and eiglitodier promincnl lemale olficials.

I bis praclicc, diougli culturali)- rilualislic in nature, also baci a
slrong politicai connotalion. Tbo.se cuslomaril)- required lo die widi die
king werc tliosc considcrcd doscsl wiili Irecst access lo bini. Making die
lives of die Abgbaku dependenl on die king’s was in a way lo ensure bis
salci)- WVitb llic knowledge llial llieir orni lives would end whbenever die
king dicci, diey dici cvcrylbing bumanly possible lo prolccl bini frolli
premature deadi.. Tlius, during llic king’s life lime, as asserlcd by
Adeboye (2006:199), all llic abgbaku cnjoyed a lot of special privileges
incbiding getling away willi serious miscleeds.

Aniong diose reciuired lo die willi die king was bis lirsl boni, die
Crown I’rince known as Arg/ng. One may wonder why lie was reciuired
lo die witb bis fallier. According lo Robin Law (1977:78), il was noi unlil
eiglitcenlb cenlur)- llial Argmqg was demanded lo die along witb bis
fadier, die king, because il was suspecled llial some Aremq before 1730
baci Ikch commitling palricide in order lo basidi llieir own succession.
He adds llial belween 1730 and 17.)8, die primogenilure ride was
abolisbed in Oyo Empire and die successive argmqs micci witb ibeir

260.



Uosede Addiola Adebowalc

lalhcrs and dii- willi Iliem, wliilc any ol bis remaining male dcsccudanlS
approvai v die eouneil <1 ehiels sueeeeded liim.

The oditi politicali) motivala! suicide was die lype imposed
eidier direclly or indirceli)* 011 puhlie ligurcs. Tliis may he a direct
demand in forni of politicai rcjeclion issued. Tliis is in sharp eonlrasl lo
die Sioie’s reaeliou lo a lyrauiiical mie wliere die individuals reaeling Lo
a lyranny roinniitlcd suicide iuslead ol heing under die eoulrol ol llic
tyrant. luslead ol" individuals eonimilliug suicide as approved by die
Sloies, il was die lyrant biniseli liuti was rejecled and required lo commi!
suicide. YYhcn a king was rejecled hy liis ehiels Idi* lyranny, wickeduess
or under politicai power stmggles, die rejecled king was confrontai by
one ol bis cliiefs. In mosl cases, il was Ifasorim, die Prime Minisler,
ibal was usually seni lo preseli! die king willi a symbolic emply calabasli
or al limes oue conlaiuing parrol's eggs willi ibis prononueemenl: “die
gods rejecl you; die carili rejeets you; die pcople rejecl you™ (lobnsou,
1%°(i:17d). llaving reeeived ibis mcssage, die king was cxpccled lo lake
a prompl aclion; he bad been compelled lo vacale die linone.
According lo Yoruba Iradilion, il is ouly dealb dia! can make a king
vacale bis limine; liencc he was expecled lo commil suicide.

Aparl frolli die cases ol ubojKiku and rejecled kiugs or eliiefs.
(bere bad been odici* cases ubere individuals did noi wanl lo
compromise ibeir bouour or face puhlie ridicole. Suicide was
considerai au bonourable lliing lo do in ‘saving one’s lace' boni
impending doom ol puhlie sbhanie. I'or iuslance, a leader ubo lound
biniseli in dire slrails conili lind suicide a means of saving biniseli. Sudi
was die case ridala! by.lobusou ol die liead chicd'of Apoiuu knowu as
limili; Apomu, ubo ilei ided lo commil suicide radici* Ilian lace puhlie
ridicule ol defeal wlien Oyo warriors decided lo assalili bis lown
knowing well timi bis lown was delcnceless (1< IH>).

The priman aim of all polilically molivaled suicide ubidi was
common among die Yoruba was Ibi* presenalion ol bouour, avoiding
heing ridiculed or llieir famih nanie dragged ‘in die mud’, noi pisi l'or
die momcnl bui Ibi* l'ulure relcreuces. |bis nolion goes along widi
lirandl's idea wlien he sa\s:
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The persoli who is coiilcinplaling suicide is obviously
inaking a ehoiee between future world-eourses: llie world
collise llial iueludcs liis demise, au lionour frolli mnv, and
scierai possihle ones (hai coiilain ins demise al a laler poinl
<197.5).

The lilleholders who nere Iradilionally recliiired lo die wilh thé
king considered il au oliicial dilli lo Ilieir roninmnily, jusl as Soerales
eonsidered il a cali Iroin die gods and duly lo his communily lo commi!
suicide. Considerili® il as lionour, ilici nere noi sorroiviul al die idea ol
dying ivilh die king. The inomenl die news of die king’s demise ivas
passed across lo diose eoneerned and iuvolved in Hiis suicide, lliey
he,gan llieir preparalion hy arranging lheir all'airs, deiegaling power and
aulhorily lo lamily membhers, pulling llieir homes in order and
orgauising llieir oivn Inirial leasl as nell as supervisiilg “(he digging ol'
Ilieiroivn graves and niakiug collins” (Adehoye, 2006:201). Willi all ibis
(lone, ilici relired lo llieir prillile hedroom and ‘acled like a man’ hy
exiling frolli lliis world using whalcver inelhod desired, bui die mosl
common melliod ivas hy laking poison.

Nalurally, die relalives mourned die passing away of llicir family
membhers, bui ilici proudly gaie a helilliug hurial lo llicm accordmg lo
llieir ranks in die society and walked abolii nidi beaming laces beeaiise
of die lionourable ivay in wliicli die demised family memhers had acled.
Il ivas considered a dixhonourablc iliing noi oidi Ibr die individuai
eoneerned bill lor bis enlire lamilv and lineage as a iviiole il ani of die
;ibgb;iku refused lo die. Cinse relalives oliai carne lo die resene of Caini-
hearled family memhers in assisting lliem lo eoinmil suicide. By so
doing, die family nanie would he rcscucd IVom indelible disgrace. Tliis
sliows llial wlial ivas al slake ivas noi jusl die integrili' and lionour of an
individuai bui ol die family and enlire lineage. The individuai ;ib<>b;ikii
dici noi only regard il au hoiioin lo die nuli die kmg bill also looked
lonvard lo a lile ol conliiiued priiileges and enjoymeul scrving in die
aflerlife as a rovai cousorl.

Refusai lo eoinmil suicide as deniauded by elisioni or die
eoinmuiiilv was noi wilhoul a piice, and die price nas lbr stich onc lo
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bc murdcrcd willioul a dccecul and liefilling burial. Johnson (166:173)
rcvcals llial il an abgbaku rcfuscd lo commil suicide on liis own, and
bad lo bc cxcculcd, bis carcass will bc Ircalcd likc (bai of a common
I'clony and bis house pullcd down.

Conclusion
The morality of suicide, as approvcd by die Sloics, has beai qucslioncd

over lime willi many schools of ihoughl condcmning suicide on ground
llial il violalcs all clhical rcasonings. The word ‘moralily has beai defined
and explained in dillcrcnl perspecUves. The word ‘moralily’ has ils roo|
in die Lalin word “mondila;?, dcnoling manner, eharaeler and propcr
behaviour. Moralily has beai used lo rel'er lo any code of conduci llial a
persoli or group lakes as mosl imporlanl. According lo John Deigh
(199/5), die word ‘elliies’ is frcquenlly used “inlercliangeably with
‘moralily’... and somelimes il is used more narrowly lo inean die inorai
principlcs of a parlicular iradition, group, or individuai.” Simon
Blackbum (2008:2 10) argueS llial though

die moralily of pcoplc and ibeir ethics amounl lo die sanie

lliing, lliere is a usagc llial reslricls moralily lo syslems sudi

as llial of Kanl, basai on nolions sudi as duly, obligalion,

and principlecs of conduci, rcscrving elliics lbr die more

Arislolelian approacb lo praclical reasoning, basai on die

nolion of virine, and generally avoiding die separatimi of

‘inorai’ consideralions frolli odici praclical considcrations.

Generally, die lenii ‘moralily’ ean be used descriplivelv or
nonnalively. Wlicn il is used deseriplively, moralily refers lo personal or
cultural valucs or codes of conduci or social morcs. In ibis scuse,
moralily does noi denoie ohjccl daims of righi and wrong. On die ollicr
band, wben il is used nonnalivcly, moralily refers lo whalevcr is actually
righi or wrong, whicli may be independent of die values or inores lield
by any parlicular peoples or cullurcs. Mowever, die modem concepi of
moralily is qgtiile dilferenl from die ancient Greek idea of die concepi.
The modelli philosophcrs lalk abolii moralily, wiliile die ancicnl
pbilosophers use die words elliics and virine. Annas (1992:119-120)
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asscrls tliat ancicnl scholars sudi as Plato and Aristotlc as wcll as (he
Stoics and Epicurcans rarcly lalked about moralily bccausc llicir inaili
Ibeus is limitai Lo ilio agent’ happiuess, which bas little or nolhing lo do
willi moralily. To illese aneiciit philosopliers, espccially the Stoics,
happiuess means to live a well satislicd life according lo clhical virine.

To thé Sloics, virlue is life according lo reason. Mence, moralily,
lo llicm, is simply ralional action which is thé univcrsal reason tliat
govcnis lives, noi (he impulse and self-will of the individuai. Thcrcforc,
(he wisc man ahvays eonsciously subordinales bis life lo (he lil'e of thé
iviiole universe. Tlius, Sloicism tanghi tliat suicide is thé only naturali)
way of ending an inlolerablc life; il was even considered as au
honourable and a brave ad. Stoics’ wrilings are full of adinonilion lo
commi! suicide.

Today, altiludc towards dealli and suicide bas changcd, and the
way people vicw suicide varies greatly. Some view it as a crime, olhers as
a coward’s escape, and stili olhers as an honourable way of apologi/.ing

Ibr a blunder. Some even outsider it a noblc way to further a cause,
sudi as suicide bombers. Also, deatli is regarded as somclhing horrible,
noi as a naturai evenl like in ancicnl (necce and Rome and Yoruba
traditional society. Many no longer believe in an aflerlife, wliile many
even consider deatli as thé end of life; yel some lliink tliat anyone
commilling suicide, whelher Ibr just cause or noi. would he puuished in
(he undenvorld. Western religions, espccially Chrisliauity, changcd (he
atliludc lowards lile and deatli, and deatli became an unnalural evenl
belonging to supcrnalural powers. Bolli St. Augustine and Thomas
A<|uinas o|>poscd suicide vehemently 011 thé ground tliat it violateci the
sixlli commandment in the holy Bible as commanded by God: ‘lliou
shall noi Kiil'." Some lake it Ilial suicide is acting against onesell and
society. Bui willi thé rise ol individualism and emphasis on lieedom of
clioice, many arguc tliat the issile of suicide as a personal clioice.

Under ccrlain circumslances. as ibis rcscarch fotnid oul. deatli
cali scali preferable lo life wlien onc leels tliat lliere is nolhing one etili
do to improve one’s silualiou. Allhough thé reasons why people coinmit
suicide today vary tinlike in thé ancicnl (necce and carly Yoruba
traditional societies wlicrc deatli is preferable lo ignominy, cerlain
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evenls in 1le commonly Uigger suicide. Among youlhs, il is noi
iiiicoinnioii l'or young ones who givi- in lo despair and coininil suicide
lo do so even over mallcrs llial may sceni Inviai lo olliers. Wlien llicy
feci Inni and canno! do auytliing aboul il, youlhs may vicw tlicir orni
(lealii as a means ol gelling back al lliose who bave buri lliem. Olbers
may iry lo lake llieir lile wlien lliey gel inlo Irouble al school or willi die
law, suller die end ol a romance, gel a bad lepori card, expericncc stress
over exams, or becomc weigbed down by worrics aboul ilie lulure.
Among high-achicsing adolcscenls wbo may terni lo bc pcrfcctionists, a
selback or a lailure—bc il actual or imaginary—may bring on a suicide
attempi. Wliilc l'or adulls, linancial or wvvork-related problems are
common lriggcring evenls as well as problems stemming I'rom dcbts,
business l'ailures, poverly and uncmploymenl. Noi lo bc ignored as
Iriggcring evenls tbal ma)' lead lo suicide is Family problems.
Relircmenl and pbysical illness are also major Iriggcring l'aclors,
especially among ibe elderly. Oliai suicide is choscn as a way out, noi
necessarily wlien an illness is terminal, bui wlien llie palienl views llic
sulli-ring as inlolerable.

The argumenl llial suicide is a personal clicicc sounds mosl
plausible. Uni leaving aside religious consideralion, il is Irne llial onc
may Ireal one’s body as pleases provided tbe molivi- I'or doing so is l'or
self preservalion. I'or inslance, a persoli may bave an arra or a leg
ampulaled il*il i>a hindrance lo lile. Tbe faci is, bowever, llial nobody is
destined lo comniil suicide. Millious ol'people bave been alile lo copi
wilh bearlacbes and slresses. Il is ibe way (he mind and die licari react
lo pressures llial leads some lo kill lliemselves, belicving llial nodiing
cali improve ibeir lots in lil'e and forgclling llial notbing is permanenl or
Constant c.xccpl cliange.

On die odier band, I'rom religious poinl ol’ vicw, | believe tbal
suicide is inadmissible and abominable because (ioti bas forbidden il.
(iod bas lorhiddcu il because il is abominable in llial il degrades man’s
inner worlli below llial ol' die animai crealion. 1l is Ime llial (iod bas
cndowed man svilii Ifeedom of clioicc bui die liecdom may noi be uscd
againsl biniseli' lo bis own deslruction, on die conlrary, he sliould
svuelironise bis aclixilies in conl'ormity wilb il. Suicide oiiposes die
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purpose of llic Creator, die sourcc of life, wliose inlcnlion is
prcservation of life, therefore, thé creator expecls man lo presene life
noi lo destro)' il no mailer thé eircumslanees.

References

Adeboye, Olufunkc (2006). ‘Deatli is Preferablc lo Ignominy’;
Politicali)’ Molivated Suicide, Social Honor and Chieflaincy
Polilics in Karl)' Colonial Ibadan. CanadianJournal ol Alrican
Studici. Volume di No.2. pp. 189-22.").

Adkins, A.W.H. (1970). From die Maiiy lo die One. London:
Conslablc.

Afe, AK. (2013). Taboos and die Mainlenancc of Social Order in die
Old Ondo Province, Soudi-Wcslern Nigeria. Alrican
Research  Revieir. Ali International Multidisciplinaiy
Journal,Ethopia. Voi. 7 (1), No. 28, pp 95-105.

Alvarez, A. (1972). The Savage of God, A Sludy of Suicide. New York:
Random House.

Annas.J. (1992). “Ancienl Killiics and Moderi! Moralily.” Philosophical
PcrspccUves6: 119-136.

Avrislolle, (2000). Nicolnac/ican EtJiics. Trans. Roger Crisi. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Alauda, J.A. (1980). Ali Inlrodiiction lo Yoruba llistory. lbadan:
Ibadan University Press.

Baeschler Jean , (1979) Suicidcs. Translatcd by Barn- Cooper. New
York : Basic Books Ine. Publisliers.

Beauchainp.T. I.. (1996) ‘The Problemi of Delining Suicide’, Etilica!
Issiiesin Deatli and Dying. Prcnlicc Hall Ine. Upper Saddler
Rivcr, New Jersey.

Brandii R. (1973) ‘The Moralily and Ralionalily of Suicide’ in a
Handbook Ibr thé sludy of suicide, S. Perlin (ed) Oxford;
Oxford University Press.

Brad Inwood (2003). Inlroduclion : Sloicism , Ali Inlelleclual Odyssey
in Elie Cambridge Coinpanion/to the Stoici. Brad Inwood
(ed). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

266.



Bosede Adcliola Adcbowalc

Cavan, R. S. (1965). Suicide. New York: Russell &Russe 1l

Cicero, M.T. (2001). ()n Obligation. Translaled by P.G. Wax»kh.
Oxford. New York: Oxford I Inivcrsily Press.

Cooper, John. M (1989) ‘Greck Pliilosophers on Suicide and
Eullianasia’, In Suicide and Euthanasia. Hislorical and
Conlcmporary Themes, B. Brody (ed.), Dordrcchl : Kluwer.

Cosculluela, V. (1995). Tlie Elliics oi Suicide. New York: Garland.

David Sedie)- (2003). The School /ioni Zeno lo Arias Didymus . The
Cambridge Coinpanion lo llie Sloics. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Drewal, Margaret Thompson (1992). Yoruha Rimai: Performer, |’%ays
and Agcncy. Aliican System of 1bonghi. Blooininglon:
Indiana I1P.

Durkheim , Emile.(1897). Suicide : A Studi in Sociology. Translation:
John A. Spaulding and George Simpson. New York; Ercc
Press.

Ellis A.B. (1891). Tomba Speaking Peoples ofllie Slave Coastol West
Alrica relrieved www.dobaleTev.co.uk  10/9/2013. (Global
Grey 2013 web edition published by Global Grey)

Eairbairn, G. (1995). Conlcmplating Suicide: The I-anguagc and Elliics
of Sclf-Harm. Dindon: Routlcdge.

Graber, G.C. (1981). “The Ralionalily of Suicide” in Suicide and
Eudianasia: The Righi of Person-hood, S. Wallace & A. Escr
(eds), pp 51-65. Kno.xvillc: li. Tennessee Press.

Harrlwig, J. (1996). “Dying al die Righi Time: Rellcction on Assislcd
and Unassisted Suicide in Elliics in Praclice. H. LaFollctle
(ed), New York: Blackwell.

Higginson, Thomas Wecntworth. (1890). lite Works of Epiclclus
Consisling of Ilis Discourscs, in Tour Books, Elie
Encliiridion, and FragmeiUs. Boston: Eittle, Brown, &
Company.

fiume, David. (1998). Dialogucs Conccrning Natural Religion. Ed.
Richard H. Popkin. Indianapolis/Cambridgc: Hackclt
Publishing Company.

267.


http://www.dobaleTev.co.uk

Hcroism «I'Suicide in Stoicisin and Early Oyo Tradilional Politicai Sclling

Idowu, Bolaji (1996). Olodumarc: God in Yoruba Belici'. Longman,
Nigeria.

Jayawickremc, E. and Stefano (2012). How can Wc Sludy lite Itero:*
Inlcgraling persons, situatons and oommunitics. Politicai
Ps}rho/og)+33(1): 165-178.

John, Deigh. (199.5). In Robert Audi (ed). The Cambridge Dictionary ol
Pliilosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

John Sellars (2006). Stoicism. California, University of California Press.

Johnson, Samuel. (1966). lite Hislory of die Yorubas. London:
Routledgc and Kegan Paul I.td.

Julian, Pitl-Rivcrs. (1966). “Honour and Social Status”inJ.G. Pcristiany
(ed), Honour and Sbaine: The Vahics ol Mediterrauean
Society. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Julian Pitl-Rivers. (1968). ‘Honour’ in International Kncyclopaedia ol'
thé Social Sciences. 2" ed. Voi.6 pp.,50.5-11. New York:
Macmillan.

Karl, Menninger. (1938). Man :\gainst limiseli. New York: Harcourt,
Brace and World Ine.

Kant, Immanuel. (1963). Ix cturcs <nT.thics, translatcd by Ixmis Inlicld.
New York: llarper & Row.

Kupfcr,Joseph. (1990). The Et)(ics o fSuicide. New York: Garland.

Livy ( 1912). The IUstori- o f Rome Book I. English Translalion by.
Rev. Canon Roberts. New York: E. P. Dutton and Co. New
York.

Plato (1912). Phacdo in Complete Works of Plato. Ed. John M.
Cooper.  Trans, by Grubc G.M.A. Indianapolis: Hackectl
Publishing Company.

Plularch (1939). Moralia. Trans. Frank Cole Babbitt. Loeb Classical

Librar}’.

Plularch (197.5). Makers of Pome: Nine IJves by Plularch. Pcnguin
Classics.

Risi, J.M. (1969). Stoic Pliilosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Samuel, Johnson. (177,5). ‘A Dictionary of the English Languagc.
Relrievc fromjohnsondictionarjonline.com

268.



Boscde Adcliola Adebowale

Seneca, (196.)). “On llic Proper Time to Slip llie Cable,” L. Annaei
Scnccac Ad LuciHum Epislulac Morales, L.D. Reynolds (ed).
Oxford: Oxford Univcrsily Press.

SImeidman, Eduin. (1981), ‘A Psychological Tlieory of Suicide".
Suicide and Life Tlircatening Bchavior, 11 (4) 221-231.
Rctricvc from onlinclibraiy.wilcy.com

Simon, Blackburn. (2008). Oxford Diclionary o f Philosophy. (2"1ed.).
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Thoomas, L.P. (1980). The ljiws o fPialo. New York: Basic Book Ine.

Publishers.
Vclasquez, \1. (1987) ‘Dclining Suicide” Issues in Law and Medicine 3.

Pg 37-51. Rctricvc from hcinonlinc.org

269.



