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Abstract 

The culture of a people is their identity. Peoples values can be seen 

as part of their culture. Hence, religion and culture play enormous 

role in shaping a people’s worldviews and participation in social life. 

Religion and culture define a particular people and what is at the 

core of their worldview and attitude towards life. However, the early 

missionaries presented Christianity as being contradictory to 

African Indigenous religion and cultural practices. In other words, 

these practices were termed pagan practices and hence, outlawed by 

these missionaries. Consequently, the African people develop 

inferiority complexes concerning their cultural identity. This is 

because they now believe that in order to be a Christian, one must 

abandon his or her culture. All these have undermined African 

Christians in two ways: by demeaning their own sense of worth and 

dignity as Africans. So, this paper explored the impact of 

Christianity on African Indigenous religion and cultural practices 

and how it had affected our cultural identity.  
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 Introduction  

The popular quote from Mbiti (1969:1), that “The African is notoriously 

religious”, sheds light on the understanding of the religious nature of most 

African cultures. Religion in Africa is the strongest element of our culture 

while our culture is our identity. Hence, it is difficult to separate African 

cultural practices from African Indigenous religion because religion is 

embedded in African culture. In as much as one can argue that culture and 

religion can be separated, it is important to note that most African creation 

narratives always have a religious dimension which is intrinsically 

connected to cultural habits and actions (Sanni, 2016). African cultures often 

trace their origin to some religious narratives of some sort, for instance, the 

Yoruba people refer to Olodumare as the creator of all, and they allude to 

other demigods who mediate between Olodumare and human beings 

(Oladipo, 1998). Similar narratives span through other African cultures. 

Mbiti (1991:30) asserts, “To be an African in the traditional setting is to be 

truly religious”. Hence, he identified religion in five aspects of culture 

which include; beliefs, practices, ceremonies and festivals, religious objects 

and places, values and morals, and religious officials and leaders. As a 

matter of fact, African religion is found in all aspects of life. 

One may argue that religion and culture play enormous role in shaping a 

people’s worldviews and participation in social life. Religion and culture 

define a particular people and what is at the core of their worldview and 

attitude towards life. In Africa, African Indigenous Religion has existed 

many years before the advent of Christianity. However, the early 

missionaries who brought Christianity to Africa presented the religion as 

being contradictory to African Indigenous religion and cultural practices. 

In other words, these practices were termed pagan practices and hence, 

outlawed by these missionaries. As a result of this, the African people 

develop inferiority complexes concerning their cultural identity. This is 

because they now believe that in order to be a Christian, one must abandon 

his or her culture since they are thought to be “barbaric” and “heathen” 

(Nwosu, 1988). According to Schreiter (1994), all these have undermined 
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African Christians in two ways: by demeaning their own sense of worth 

and dignity as Africans.  

It is obvious that the early missionaries identified Christianity with Western 

culture so that in order to be Christian one must adopt western culture. 

They went ahead to impose Western culture on the African people and their 

culture, resulting in their denial of their cultural heritage. As result of this, 

they presented western culture as superior by making a ridicule of African 

religion and cultural practices. The thrust of this paper is to explore the 

impact of Christian religion on African Indigenous religion and cultural 

practices and how it had played a significant role in African identity.  

 

Conceptual appraisal  

 Religion is a fundamental, perhaps the most important, influence in 

the life of most Africans; hence, the importance of Religion in any human 

community cannot be over emphasized. Man’s need to reach out to the 

Divine Being higher and mightier than himself appears to be both basic and 

universal. In line with this Banton (1964:52) contends that “from the 

beginning, man felt this need when mystified by the forces of nature, 

threatened by ferocious wild beasts and perplexed by death and the 

hereafter”. Religion is an effort by humans to search for meaning, to 

understand reality and place themselves in a relationship with reality. 

Religion, according to Ekwunife (1990) is man’s awareness and 

recognition of his dependent relationship on a transcendent Being the 

Wholly Other, namable or un-namable, personalized or impersonalized 

expressible in human society through beliefs, worship and ethical or moral 

behavior. Religion came as a result of man’s quest to seek answers to the 

unknown.  we can conclude that religion is man’s attempt to understand 

realities in relation to phenomena through beliefs and practices. 

The definition of religion above gave a holistic dimension to the 

understanding of African indigenous religion (AIR). The understanding of 

AIR here is ‘…the indigenous religious beliefs and practices of the Africans’ 
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(Awolalu 1976: 1). A more elaborate definition was given by Ekwunife 

(1990) as: 

Those institutionalized beliefs and practices of indigenous 

religion of African which are rooted in the past African 

religious culture, transmitted to the present votaries by 

successive African forebears mainly through oral traditions 

(myths and folktales, songs and dances, liturgies, rituals, 

proverbs, pithy sayings and names), sacred specialists and 

persons, sacred space and objects and religious work of art, a 

religion which is slowly but constantly updated by each 

generation in the light of new experiences through the 

dialectal process of continuities and discontinuities. 

African Traditional Religion is therefore, the indigenous belief systems and 

practices of the African people which essence is belief in the Supreme Being 

and with which they have lived their lives and solved their existential 

problems from time immemorial. Africans indigenous Religion is the 

fundamental religion of the indigenous African people. It recognizes the 

supremacy of the Supreme Being, yet it sees the lesser divinities as 

intermediaries between the Supreme Being and man or agents of God. 

Taylor (1958) is reputed as the scholar who first coined and defined culture. 

According to him culture is that complex whole which includes knowledge, 

belief, art, morals, law, customs or any other capabilities and habits 

acquired by man as a member of society. African culture, as Ezedike (2009: 

455) puts it: 

…refers to the sum total of shared attitudinal inclinations and 

capabilities, art, beliefs, moral codes and practices that 

characterize Africans. It can be conceived as a continuous, 

cumulative reservoir containing both material and non-

material elements that are socially transmitted from one 

generation to another. African culture, therefore, refers to the 

whole lot of African heritage. 
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 In an attempt to capture the comprehensive nature of culture, Bello (1991) 

defined culture as the totality of the way of life evolved by a people in their 

attempts to meet the challenge of living in their environment, which gives 

order and meaning to their social, political, economic, aesthetic and 

religious norms thus distinguishing a people from their neighbours. To 

recapitulate as it were all the essential ingredients of the preceding 

definitions, Aziza (2001: 31) submitted that:  

 Culture...refers to the totality of the pattern of behaviour of a 

particular group of people. It includes everything that makes 

them distinct from any other group of people for instance, 

their greeting habits, dressing, social norms and taboos, food, 

songs and dance patterns, rites of passages from birth, 

through marriage to death, traditional occupations, religious 

as well as philosophical beliefs. 

Nwadialor (2011) identified two fundamental aspects of culture the 

spiritual aspect of culture on one hand, and the visible, external symbols 

and manifestation of culture on the other hand. According to him, the spirit 

is the basic or the core aspect of a culture. The spirit is the essence of a 

culture that is ever constant and surviving all processes of acculturation, 

while the body is the expression of the same culture that is adaptable and 

accidental, which can be subject to acculturation, culture fertilization and 

cultural borrowing, and to the impact of the vagaries of circumstances of 

time and space, place and personalities, events and movements. 

(Nwadialor, 2011).  

Cultural practice generally refers to the manifestation of a culture or sub-

culture, especially in regard to the traditional and customary practices of a 

particular ethnic or other cultural group. It refers to the traditional practices 

developed within specific ethnic cultures, especially those aspects of 

culture that have been practiced since ancient times. Examples of cultural 

practices are: Religious and spiritual practices, medical treatment practices, 

artistic expression, Childcare practices and so on. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sub-culture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sub-culture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnic
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From the foregoing, African traditional religion wherever it is practiced, has 

some defining characteristics. For instance, it possesses the concept of a 

Supreme Being which is invisible and indigenous. African religious values 

seem to permeate every facet of the life of the African and the African 

believes that anything can be imbued with spiritual significance. Religion 

in African societies is the fulcrum around which every activity revolves.  

 

Impact of Christianity on African Indigenous Religion & cultural 

practices 

The indigenous environment into which Christianity arrived was deeply 

religious; there was that strong awareness of and belief in the existence of a 

supreme Being, conceived as the maker and sustainer of the universe and 

with whom humans tried to establish constant ties. (Gyekye, 1996). The 

conception and belief in Supreme Being and complex systems of beliefs in 

the spiritual qualities of nature are the two significant traits which 

characterizes African Indigenous Religion. The nature of this traditional 

religion, as expressed in many African communities is very communal and 

pragmatic, which implies that people born into the traditional community 

were also born into the religion, in which they, naturally, participated as 

they grew up through the traditional socialization processes, therefore, 

African Indigenous Religion is part and parcel of African culture.  

Christianity cannot be expressed or communicated without a cultural 

medium. Christianity began within the Jewish culture. That culture became 

incapable of sustaining the Christian faith because the leaders of Judaism 

believed that the new faith was a threat to the Jewish culture. They tried to 

contain it within Judaism, but Christianity broke off from Judaism and 

Jewish culture to become one of the most dynamic religions of the world 

(Mugambi, 2002). According to Mugambi (2002) Each church portrays the 

culture in which it has developed. There is no church not culturally bound 

in this way. The modem missionary enterprise overlooked this fact when it 

introduced Christianity to Africa. There are no “Christian Cultures”. But 

Christians in a culture can greatly influence that culture. Lamentably, the 
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modem missionary movement imposed western culture on the peoples 

who were being evangelized on the assumption that western culture was 

"Christian", while other cultures were dismissed as “pagan” and “heathen”. 

In Nigeria, the advent of Christianity falls within the period of European 

penetration in Nigeria. One important question to ask is; were the goals of 

Christian missions independent from the colonial agenda?  Christianity 

was just a tool for colonial westernization, so, there was no room for the 

missionaries to appreciate and imbibe the culture of the people whom they 

came to evangelize. Mugambi (2002) insisted that the Christian faith can be 

effectively expressed and communicated only in “culturally designed” 

media. If a missionary's work in a culture other than his own is to be 

effective, he must learn to appreciate the culture of the people whom he 

wishes to evangelize. He must learn their language and appreciate their art, 

music, dance, architecture, ritual and all other aspects of that culture. He 

must identify himself with the community of those whom he is introducing 

to Jesus Christ. Then he must go further and translate his understanding of 

the Christian faith into the cultural terms familiar and traditional to his 

prospective converts. He must be willing to be changed.  

Although Christianity has brought in some positive influences and effects 

in Africa, they have also dealt a staggering blow on our social, economic, 

religious, political and most importantly our cultural identity.  Jordan 

(1948) wrote that a whole system of taboos and ritual of ordination has 

controlled the entire life of Africans. Onyeidu (1999) substantiated this 

claim by listing these rituals and taboos as:  swearing of oath, making of 

blood pact, trial by ordeal, oracles, vows, secret societies and the meticulous 

observation of customs and traditions.  Unfortunately, these whole systems 

of taboos and rituals are no longer strictly observed because of the 

influences of Christian doctrines and this perhaps explains why there are 

so many crimes in the traditional communities today. Many other cultural 

practices were greatly influenced, for instance marriage rites, Family life, 

rites of birth, rites of initiation, rites of passage (Death), religious festivals, 

oath taking and so on 
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Marriage: The traditional marriage institution was a vital link and bond 

that sustained and strengthened kinship ties within African communities.  

In the African cultural setting, the marriage between two individuals was 

understood as a means of initiation or cementing the union of the 

households and clan from which the couple belonged. In African traditional 

settings, marriage unites not only the woman and the man; it connects and 

links families and clans. The process of marriage was characterized by rites 

of transactions through which the marrying individuals were welcomed 

into social adulthood. Tokens in kind (dowry) were exchanged as part of 

these transactions, to cement the social relationships and seal the union. 

There were age-long customs and practices in marriage rites, but 

Christianity came and changed all these. The Christian wedding was 

introduced as a new experience in African cultural and religious life. It was 

performed in the church, following a liturgy that was new to African 

religious practice. The Christian wedding came as a new cultural 

experience in which the bridal party wore new clothes indicative of the new 

culture; new foods and drinks were served at the celebration, such as 

wedding cakes. 

African Christians, though recognizing themselves as members of the 

Church, did not and could not entirely sever their ties with their kin. A 

Christian wanting to get married peacefully needed to gain the approval of 

his relatives as well as that of the Church by fulfilling both the traditional 

rites and church rites which consequently led to dual marriage. This has 

necessitated the need to ask; at what point can a young man and a woman 

who has agreed to marry, be socially described as a married couple? Is it 

after African traditional marriage rites has been performed or after Euro-

American church-wedding ceremony? Which of these authenticates a 

marital union or both? Oynima (2014) contends that in most Christian 

homes in Africa one is not married until they have performed white 

wedding where they must be blessed by a pastor/priest. This arguably to a 

large extent is a clash between tradition and modernization and this has 

greatly endangered our cultural identity. 
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Rites of Passage (Death): In African Indigenous religion, death is not seen 

as an end to a person rather a transition to another world. An elderly person 

who died devoid of any taboo is said to have joined the ancestors. The 

ancestors are believed in African traditional religion to be spirits of their 

fore fathers, they are no longer visible in the sense that they have become 

spirits but they still play dormant role in the running of the affairs of the 

family to which they belong, while still here an earth they receive sacrifices 

from them from time to time. Awolalu (1987) posits that Africans like all 

other mortals, know that life is not interminable; and so hold tenaciously to 

the belief that death does write finish to life.  Man is composed of body 

which is physical and tangible as well as soul which in intangible and 

indestructible.  While the former is temporal and mortal and can suffer 

decay and destruction, the latter which is the essence of being is intangible 

and immortal.  

 In realization of this fact, Temple (1969) asserts that no one can hope to 

appreciate the thoughts and feelings of the Blackman who does not realize 

that to him the dead are not dead but living…. This belief is demonstrated 

to Nigerians in the way they treat corpses and the funeral ceremonies 

accorded the deceased.  The deceased (who dies a good death) is washed, 

dressed in clean white clothes and is buried in graves within the family 

compound. Thus, confirming that the departed are still part of the living 

members of the extended family, and their spirits can be evoked at will. 

Christianity came with new rituals for the burial of Christians. The liturgy 

for burial reflected the Christian beliefs in eternal life, resurrection and the 

communion of saints, as stated in the Apostles' Creed. The Christian funeral 

was a new cultural experience in Africa in which texts from the Bible were 

read and new hymns sung. The funeral rites and rituals as obtainable in 

Traditional African setting is seen by Christians as heathen or paganism. 

It is worthy to note that it is in African Indigenous religion and cultural 

practices that moral codes are derived, and they are actualized in the rites 

that were observed. Communal traditional values, which informed most of 

the ritual practices that were observed in the communities were 
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endangered by the influx of Christianity. Among these values were social 

solidarity, harmony, cooperation, sharing, love, generosity, hospitality, 

respect and the value for life as well as obedience to and respect for elders. 

 

Quest to reclaim our cultural identity 

The culture of a people is their identity as it affords them due recognition. 

It is their underlying distinguishing factor from other peoples and cultures. 

Having looked at the meaning of culture, we could see that African culture 

embraces the totality of the African way of life in all its forms and 

ramifications. A culture is an embodiment of different value with all of 

them closely related to each other. Value system in Africa is the cultural 

outlook of the African people and the understanding of the value system of 

the people is the understanding of the belief system and cultural system of 

the people in question. Okolo (1993), said that value in its ordinary meaning 

means ‘…worth of some sort, such that a thing is said to have value if it is 

worth something. Kanu (2010) listed six groups of values that give African 

man a holistic outlook. The values are grouped as follows: (1) Moral values, 

(2) Religious and spiritual values (3) Economic values (4) Political values (5) 

Aesthetic value (6) Social values 

Social values: social values can be seen as beliefs and practices of a 

particular society. Kanu (2010) enumerated African (Nigerian) social values 

as; Sense of good human relation, Sense of community, Sense of hospitality, 

Sense of respect for authority and the elders, Sense of extended family, 

Sense of religiosity and festivals. 

Moral Values: African culture is embedded in strong moral considerations. 

It has a system of various beliefs and customs which every individual ought 

to keep in order to live long and to avoid bringing curses on them and 

others. Adultery, stealing and other forms of immoral behaviour are 

strongly discouraged and whenever a suspected offender denies a charge 

brought against him, he would be made to take an oath for proof of 

innocence. 
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It is crystal clear that our value system is waning away in the face of 

threatening alien values of colonialism, imperialism and Christianity. 

President Nyerere (cited in Akinpelu, 1983) accentuate this claim when he 

said that:  

Of all the crimes of colonialism there is none worse than the 

attempt to make us believe that we had no indigenous culture 

of our own, or that what we did have was worthless or 

something of which we should be ashamed, instead of being 

a source of pride. P.33 

As mentioned before, In Nigeria, the advent of Christianity falls within the 

period of colonial penetration in Nigeria. Education was a major tool with 

which the early missionaries used to westernize and dethrone our cultural 

pathway. The educational systems they introduced were antagonistic to the 

African culture and value systems. In collaboration with this assertion  

Onwubiko said: 

 This is not surprising since the Western system of education 

was very well calculated to teach the new Africans that in 

order to rise in the ladder of the new culture and acquire the 

status it promised, they must be alienated, ideologically and 

physically, from their root their cultural past. The colonial 

agents presented themselves as symbols of human beings, in 

the image and likeness of whom all future generation 

Africans were to be created. P. xii 

Our African cultural identity has been relegated to the background. 

Consequently, instead of progressing, African society is going backwards. 

Man is seen as a threat to one another. For there to be progress and 

development, African value system must be promoted. Falling into and 

copying of Western values will only destroy humanity as they are strange 

to the philosophy of humanism which is the basis of African value system 

and cultural identity. Francis Cardinal Arinze recognizes the need to 

uphold the cultural identity of the African people when he said that the 
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Church respects the religions and cultures of peoples, and, in its encounter 

with them, wishes to preserve everything that is noble, true and good in 

their religions and cultures. To the extent that Traditional Religions are 

better understood, Christianity will be more suitably proclaimed (Pontifical 

Council for Interreligious Dialogue Pastoral Attention to Traditional 

Religions). The paper therefore contends that we should jealously guard 

these values because they give us a character that is distinctively and 

uniquely African.   

Conclusion 

The misconception of African Indigenous Religion has led it to be called 

derogatory names such as animism, paganism, and fetish amongst others. 

This creates a chasm in which it is seemingly impossible for the Christian 

faith to meet African cultural practices. As a matter of fact, Christians were 

faced with the dilemma of engaging in their cultural practices while still 

maintaining their Christian faith. Hence, Some the adherents of African 

Indigenous religion are now mixing the two thereby engaging in 

syncretism.   

Sarpong (2006) asserts that religion permeates the ideal African from cradle 

to grave. Therefore, African Indigenous Religion is integral in the shaping 

of the African's future. In his own words he said, “We have to know the 

past in order to understand the present and be better equipped to plan the 

future. We cannot know the past of the African if we neglect his or her 

religion” (p.12). Although, one cannot negate the fact that there are some 

cultural practices that can no longer be sustained in the contemporary 

society because of westernization; but we cannot allow the influx of foreign 

culture and Christianity to take away our core values and cultural identity.  

To justify this claim, Sarpong (2006) noted that Africans recognize as well 

the challenge of inculturation of Christianity in Africa, an evangelization in 

depth of the African Christian, which respects and affirms his specific 

cultural identity and seeks to bridge the gap between faith and culture. One 

cannot understand the African heritage without understanding its religious 
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part. There is no doubt that Africa’s different cultures have been influenced 

greatly by Christianity. It is therefore the contention of this paper that our 

core cultural practices that identify us as members of a particular African 

tribe and culture must be maintained and sustained for posterity. 
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