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Abstract 
Burial is the final lay-to-rest ceremony made to bid the dead farewell by 

the living from the terrestrial realm to the celestial realm. Death no matter 

what form it takes is an undesirable element. It creates a feeling of 

emptiness in the bereaved and brings about sadness and sorrow among 

the living, people believed that one must be buried properly and since he 

continues to live after death, it is only necessary that they perform the 

funeral rites so that he will continue to contribute to the welfare of the 

family and transit successfully to ancestors hood, but in doing this the 

process has rather become very expensive that people now wince under 

the burden of this socio-religious duty of sending their dead home. 

Therefore, this research is aimed at examining the African concept of 

death, socio-religious analysis of high cost of burial in Nigeria: Problems 

and prospects, the socio-economic impact of high cost of burial on families 

and the place of the Church in the promotion of high cost of burial in 

Nigeria. The historical-descriptive methodology was utilized as well as 

the utilization of books, journals, internet sources etc. The researcher 

recommends amongst others that the Church and African Traditional 

Religion should emulate Islamic religion in the execution of burial and 

funeral rites in order to abolish high cost of burial in Nigeria.  
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Introduction 

In the religions of Africa, life does not end with death, but continues in 

another realm. Burial ceremony serves as the last respect paid to the dead, 

especially for a beloved one. This is done to any dead person that had 

grown to adulthood whether the person had children or not. Burial 

ceremony is usually performed by the children of the deceased and where 

the deceased has no child, relations and other sympathizers can perform 

the burial ceremony to fulfill the demands of the norms and customs of the 

society. Before now burial ceremonies was done according to one’s capacity 

but the influence of an alien culture is so enormous that the people have 

almost discarded their culture as regards burial rites. The abandonment of 

the customs and tradition of the people and their inability to adhere to the 

Christian culture has led to the influence of burials by wealthy individuals 

whose outrageous and irrational displays of wealth during burials have 

become the generally accepted standard. 

 

Airoboman (2014) posits that since death is inevitable, a critical view of life 

makes some people to ask whether it has any meaning and given the pain 

of death, the belief which people have about death and the attitude they 

exhibit at death, the same enquiring mind would wonder whether death 

has any relevance as well. The simple questions then are: Has life any 

meaning? Has death any relevance? Death is believed by many to be a 

phenomenon which translates the individual from one realm of existence 

to another. Many have thought of it as either evil or good, as a relief from 

the problem of life, as removing meaning from life or as imbuing meaning 

on life, and litanies of other conceptions Sometimes, the people see it as a 

shame if they cannot accord their dead a befitting burial and the community 

frowns at the family that does not meet up with this social obligation. This 

has placed heavy burden on families that are less privileged since this socio-

religious obligation requires so much money to accomplish. 
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The African Concept of Death 

Death, although a dreaded event, is perceived as the beginning of a person's 

deeper relationship with all of creation, the complementing of life and the 

beginning of the communication between the visible and the invisible 

worlds. The goal of life for the Africans is to become an ancestor after death 

and to obtain that anyone that died well will be given a befitting burial, 

initiated into the ancestor-hood by different religious ceremonies. If these 

rights are not carried out, the dead person may become a wandering ghost, 

unable to live properly after death and therefore a danger to those who 

remain alive.  

 

According to Eyetsemitan (2016), the traditional African belief system is 

also referred to as ancestor worship and is based on an understanding that 

the life course is cyclical and not linear. Based on this system of belief, those 

who are dead are alive in a different world and can reincarnate (and return 

to this world) in new births. Death is considered a rite of passage for those 

who die at an acceptable (old) age. Umoh (2016) has it that when death 

occurs in Africa, divination as to the cause of death is sought from dead 

ancestors, with death causes are usually attributed to spiritual elements 

(witchcraft, offending one's ancestors, or Gods) rather than medical or 

physical reasons.  Eyetsemitan (2016). Furthermore, it is an African cultural 

belief that to be in the world of the dead confers supernatural powers over 

those in the world of the living, such as the ability to bless or to curse, and 

to give life or to take life among others. 

According to Iroegbu (2004), some Africans have a custom of removing a 

dead body through a hole in the wall of a house, and not through the door. 

The reason for this seems to be that this will make it difficult (or even 

impossible) for the dead person to remember the way back to the living, as 

the hole in the wall is immediately closed. Sometimes the corpse is removed 

feet first, symbolically pointing away from the former place of residence. A 

zigzag path may be taken to the burial site, or thorns strewn along the way, 
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or a barrier erected at the grave itself because the dead are also believed to 

strengthen the living. Many people take special pains to ensure that the 

dead are easily able to return to their homes, and some people are even 

buried under or next to their homes. Michael and George (2007) avers that 

the death of children is regarded as a particularly grievous evil event, and 

many people give special names to their children to try to ward off the 

reoccurrence of untimely death. There are many different ideas about the 

"place" the departed go to, a "land" which in most cases seems to be a replica 

of this world. For some it is under the earth, in groves, near or in the homes 

of earthly families, or on the other side of a deep river. In most cases it is an 

extension of what is known at present, although for some peoples it is a 

much better place without pain or hunger. The African Scholar Mbiti 

(1969:4–5) writes that  

A belief in the continuation of life after death for African 

peoples does not constitute a hope for a future and better life. 

To live here and now is the most important concern of African 

religious activities and beliefs. . . . Even life in the hereafter is 

conceived in materialistic and physical terms. There is neither 

paradise to be hoped for nor hell to be feared in the hereafter. 

 

After death, an individual lives in a spirit world, receiving a new body 

which is identical to the earthly body, but with the capacity to move about 

as an ancestor. Becoming an ancestor after death is thus a desirable goal of 

every individual and it is believed that this cannot be achieved if an 

individual did not live a meaningful life, or had his or her life cut short say 

through an accident or by an unnatural death.  An African individual 

would, therefore, prefer a slow and lingering death that comes naturally, as 

they would not only be able to tidy up many issues such as making peace 

and saying farewell to relatives, but also they would also be admitted in the 
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spirit world (Lanre-Abass 2008). Death in any group apart from the very 

old is considered unnatural and premature as stated by Wiredu (1993). 

 

Africans believe that rewards and punishments come to people in this life 

and not in the hereafter. In the land of the departed, what happens there 

happens automatically, irrespective of a person's earthly behavior, 

provided the correct burial rites have been observed. But if a person is a 

wizard, a murderer, a thief, one who has broken the community code or 

taboos, or one who has had an unnatural death or an improper burial, then 

such a person may be doomed to punishment in the afterlife as a wandering 

ghost, and may be beaten and expelled by the ancestors or subjected to a 

period of torture according to the seriousness of their misdeeds. Much like 

the Catholic concept of purgatory as stated by Sibani (2008:75) that all 

Catholics go to purgatory. “The doctrine declares that few people are good 

enough to go to heaven and few bad enough to go to hell; therefore, they 

just hold them in purgatory until arrangements are made for their release”. 

Among many African peoples is the widespread belief that witches and 

sorcerers are not admitted to the spirit world, and therefore they are refused 

proper burial, sometimes their bodies are subjected to actions that would 

make such burial impossible, such as burning, chopping up, and taking 

them to evil forest. The Africans believe that to be cut off from the 

community of the ancestors in death is the nearest equivalent of hell. 

 

Orubu (2001). African funerals are community affairs in which the whole 

community feels the grief of the bereaved and shares in it. The purpose of 

the activities preceding the funeral is to comfort, encourage, and heal those 

who are hurting. Thereafter, the churches see to it that the bereaved make 

the transition back to normal life as smoothly and as quickly as possible. 

This transition during the mourning period is sometimes accompanied by 

cleansing rituals by which the bereaved are assured of their acceptance and 

protection by God. Because the dominance of Christianity and Islam in 
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Africa has resulted in the rejection of certain mourning customs and the 

funeral becomes an opportunity to declare faith. 

 

Socio-Religious Analysis of High Cost of Burial in Nigeria: Problems and 

Prospect  

According to Jimoh (1985) most burials in Nigeria are characterized by 

elaborate funeral rites often lasting several days or weeks during which 

there is much merry-making and free spraying of money on mourners, 

praise singers and hired musicians. A close examination of elaborate 

funeral rites reveals that it gulps a lot of money and has socio-psychological 

consequences such as poverty, indebtedness and other social vices both for 

the bereaved and the community. Unfortunately, the community expects 

everybody whether rich or poor to accord their dead a befitting burial 

which is no other than this oppressive and irrational waste of money on the 

celebration of the dead. The community looks upon everybody to improve 

on the previous burials as though they are competing and if that does not 

happen, they get disappointed and the culprits are consequently ridiculed 

and cajoled. Funny enough, the people who expect you to organize an 

expensive burial ceremony are the same people who cannot afford three 

square meals a day. They talk about you as if you have committed a 

sacrilege. It has become such entrenched practice that people break bank 

for a funeral while idlers sit around and grade various funerals that have 

occurred in the village within a particular time.  

Families who are unable to meet up with the expectations are often treated 

with some level of scorn. To such families, it is better to bury a dead relative 

and perform the compulsory funeral and feast when one is buoyant enough 

to stage a great feast than to have a shabby unremembered outing. Chike 

(2019) opines that individuals who feel that they have attained a certain 

level or class in the community would want to show off in order to maintain 

their class consciousness. They feel that if they do not meet the standard of 

their class, they would be derided or scorned at by members of their class 
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and the community in general. It is this group of people who alter the 

customs regarding burial rites by introducing aspects like sewing a special 

uniform, inviting live band, obituary announcement, printing of posters 

among others which make it very expensive. 

A lot of deception and camouflage also take place during burials. Some 

people try to cover up their poverty in order to save their face by carrying 

out what we may call “arrange burials”. For instance in Benin, bereaved 

families indulge in cow renting. They engage the services of cow dealers to 

organize some cows that would be tethered in strategic positions in the 

compound where the burial would take place. The presence of the cow is 

to create the effect and aura that much is happening and so much money 

was spent by the family to send home their deceased family member. So, if 

you see eight or ten cows during burials in Benin, they are essentially hired. 

At most, one of them would be slaughtered and the rest returned to the 

Malam who smiles to the bank with the proceeds and waits for another set 

of rental with the same cow. But this does not happen all the time. All these 

may move unsuspecting families to emulate without knowing its serious 

economic implications.  

 

High Cost of Casket and Undertakers  

According to Thomas (2010), there are different types of caskets ranging 

from N30,000 to N500,000 and even at prices higher than that. You pick 

what your pocket can afford. However, he said that the casket makers are 

hard hit by the economic crunch. Customers are not coming the way they 

used to come in the past. There is a lull in the business. It is not as if people 

are not dying, it is just that some families who lost relations are now 

patronizing ordinary carpenters and roadside coffin hawkers. The job of 

undertakers is now a huge business. All manner of caskets are built by the 

makers. Despite being very expensive, members of the bereaved family still 

go ahead to buy the caskets and hire the undertakers, all in an attempt to 

give the deceased a befitting burial. Liberty (2019) sees the issues associated 
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with going for high cost of burial as a show-man-show in connection with 

the African traditional religions and Christianity only. The Muslim is the 

only religion in Nigeria that practices a simple burial with minimal cost, 

without coffin but burial mat and a white cloth and should be emulated. 

 

Sales of Asoebi (Clothesbc) 

During burial ceremonies, all immediate relatives of the deceased typically 

dress in the same outfit or clothes made from the same material and this is 

what is called asoebi. Great custom, but since the garments usually aren’t 

worn again, the practice can add considerably to the overall cost. Most 

times it is sold with the aim of generating funds but most times members 

of the families refuse to pay after collecting the materials and that puts the 

deceased immediate family to loss. There are many people including 

parents, brothers and sisters who are suffering from one sickness or the 

other, some in the hospital, some at home, some cannot feed or afford drugs 

but as soon as they are confirmed dead, family members kill cows and put 

on expensive asoebi to celebrate their death. Asoebi as stated by Kalu (2018) 

is practiced commonly by the Yoruba people, the Igbos, and very 

profoundly, the Edo people during their social outings even within 

religious circles, it is now with competitive tendencies. 

  

Indebtedness as a Result of Burial 

There are people who trade with their dead. They wait until the aged 

person dies before they think of a new house that will accommodate visitors 

in their compound. They imprison the corpse in the mortuary for more than 

one year; they also distribute series of uniforms to be used specially for the 

Christian service of songs, the vigil, funeral service and the social aspects 

which are meant for dancing and merry-making. All these with the cooking 

and feasting waste a lot of money but while all these are going on, the 

children of the deceased do not make much gain as expected. 
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Fuller (2001) avers that many families have become very poor and even 

poorer than they were after performing burial and funeral rites for their 

dead. Some people have had to be arraigned in the law court and eventually 

executed for armed robbery because they had no other means to survive 

after burials. The question is, since all the expenses at burials are meant to 

accord a befitting burial to the dead, why is it that the dead cannot come to 

the aid of the family members at the end of the funeral when they run into 

serious financial difficulties which most of the time even threaten the 

existence of such families? If the dead actually partook in the eating and 

drinking and so much merrymaking that resulted in the waste of millions 

of money, why is it that they cannot provide just a little comfort by giving 

back to the family a little of what they have taken to the world beyond? 

 

The Socio-Economic Impact of High Cost of Burial on Families 

The culture of waste called befitting burial or second burial has almost 

become a common practice among the people without anybody bothering 

or thinking of its ripple effects on members of the community. This effect 

on families leaves much to be desired as the victims now suffer one form of 

debasement or the other. Deceased Kins Men who ought to discourage this 

senseless act and play supportive roles sees this as an avenue to benefit. 

 

Gateway to Poverty and Crimes  

At times, a person may die due to lack of funds to secure prompt and 

effective medical care yet at death so much more is spent. Such are the 

families that weep more out of the financial scare than out of the loss. 

According to American Academy of Family Physicians (2004), most of such 

families go a borrowing, sell choice plots of family land, or even give their 

under aged daughter’s out in marriage just to raise funds with all its 

attendant consequences. The death of a husband in some cases often means 

reduction in economic power and leads to stressful conditions and 

uneasiness on the part of widows. 
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Idowu (1973) posits, that in the earlier times, traditional practices such as 

widow-inheritance after burial effectively guaranteed the widow and her 

children protection but in recent times it is discovered that there is neither 

protection nor support. They often find themselves deserted and thrown 

out of the family homestead for good. Expensive burials have terrible 

impact on families because such families are so deprived during such 

burials so much so that there is nothing left for the widow to take care of 

her children. At the end of such burial, poverty may force the widow to 

withdraw her children from school due to her inability to afford the school 

fees and such hardship can expose the children to child labour exploitation, 

they may go into prostitution or armed robbery out of frustration, some 

may be forced into early marriage at the expense of their health. They are 

as well exposed to the danger of trafficking and sale, and because they are 

illiterate, ill-equipped for gainful employment, without access to land for 

food security or enough shelter and lacking the means to obtain appropriate 

health care or other forms of support they suffer ill-health and malnutrition.  

 

Community Demands as Rationale behind High Cost of Burial in Nigeria 

In most cases the architect of most expensive burials in the villages 

whenever they gather to plan the burial of a deceased member, they first of 

all request for the deceased’s bank account as if they were auditors who 

volunteer to audit the family account or they simply size up the family to 

find out their financial standing. Those among the eldest in the family who 

have grudges against the family seize the opportunity to unleash their evil 

machination on the bereaved family. Sometimes, they make demands 

which they know quite well that the family cannot afford. This is also an 

opportunity to humiliate the family because they know that their demands 

would force the family to borrow or sell their landed property in order to 

prosecute the funeral ceremony. In this show of man’s inhumanity to man, 

one is astonished to discover that the real reason they want to strangle, 

squeeze and choke the family economically is nothing other than greed, 

selfishness, jealousy, pull-them-down attitude and above all wickedness. 
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The growing fear is that they hide under the cloak of tradition to deprive 

bereaved families of their lean resources knowing full-well that the family 

has lost its bread winner hence there is no other source of income.  

 

The Place of the Church in the Promotion of High Cost of Burial 

Sibani (2017) sees:  

 

The Church as a place of succor especially for the bereaved. 

Regrettably most Churches use burial as a platform for 

exploitation, enrichment and achievement of some laudable 

projects by under duress conscript the families of the 

deceased to immortalize their late parents or relatives.  

 

Sometimes, before a person is buried, the religious organizations to which 

he belonged whether Christianity or traditional religion are specially 

induced so as to anchor the funeral the way they should. In the case of the 

Church, all the deceased’s unpaid dues have to be paid before the priest 

would show up to perform the funeral rites no matter how active a member 

had been while alive. The priests do not seem to realize that the same Bible 

says that no wages accrue to the dead for he is dead and conscious of 

nothing. They are not concerned whether the family survives or not hence 

they have satisfied their material lust. If we may ask, how much was paid 

at the burial of Jesus Christ? How much did Mary and Martha pay to Jesus 

for him to resurrect Lazarus? How much did the widow of Nain pay for 

Jesus to resurrect her dead son? The guest’s or sympathizer’s aesthetic 

appeals will have to be satisfied because most of them attend not because 

they find it necessary to attend in order to commiserate with the bereaved 

but they attended just to assess the family and gossip about it later.  

 

They even go as far as extending the list of different kinds of food, goat or 

cow, drinks and cash that the family would provide to Church workers 
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before the Church will participate in the burial, and this does not include a 

donation to the Church, which was nevertheless still expected. 

 

Recommendations 

1. This Paper recommends that burial should be made less expensive as 

possible. More so, celebration of death is irrelevant and uncalled for 

because instead of the mourners or sympathizers taking up the 

responsibility of providing food and drinks and other items required for 

the survival and rehabilitation of the bereaved, it is the bereaved who is 

made to pay more for the loss of their loved one in the name of burial 

and funeral rites. 

 

2. The government and custodians of culture should promulgate a law to 

reverse this high cost of burial. The head of the families should come 

together and review or cut down on the huge financial involvement in 

the planning and execution of burial and funeral rites.  

 

3. Religious organizations especially churches should stop collecting 

inducements and taxes from the bereaved before accepting to officiate 

at burial ceremonies. They should be reminded that burial is not an 

occasion for money-making but rather for showing empathy and any 

form of genuine assistance to the bereaved.  

 

Conclusion  

Death was seen as an unfortunate visitation on the living which left 

everybody agonizing. Consequently, burials were held as solemn events 

marking the death of someone. It could be quite intriguing to observe that 

people now wish others dead so that they can attend burial ceremonies, and 

taste good food or to eat meat of their choice thus the death of someone in 

the village presents them with such opportunity. It is really sad that poverty 

has made many to lose their sense of morals so much so that they always 

want to reap where they did not sow.  
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The concept of burial is for continued co-existence of the family, to keep 

family traditions and values intact, to maintain family unity and orderly 

continuity of family rituals, and for the house to serve as family seat or 

home where every member of the family can later return to most especially 

to worship their departed ancestors. However, research reveal there is a 

shift from traditional practice of maintaining ancestral home and ancestral 

worship to modern practice, and emphases have shifted from traditional 

ancestral worship to commercial and monetary gains attached to property 

and we found out that many families have become very poor and even 

poorer than they were after performing burial and funeral rites for their 

dead. 

 

References 

Airoboman, F. A. (2014). A philosophical discourse on death as a relief from 

the problems of life. Ilorin Journal of Religious Studies, 4(2), pp.69-86   

American Academy of Family Physicians (2004). Positions and Policies: Cultural 

Proficiency Guidelines. 2001-2003. Retrieved from: 

http://www.aafp.org/x6701.xml on 10th January, 2020 

Beller, R. (2001). Life, person and community in Africa. Way towards 

inculturation with the spirituality of the Focolare. Nairobi: Paulines. 

Chike, G. S. (2019). High cost of burial in Africa: Issues and remedy. Lagos: 

Opala publishers. 

Eyetsemitan, F. (2002). Cultural Interpretation of Dying and Death in a non-

non-western Society: The Case of Nigeria. Readings in Psychology and 

Culture, pp. 29-42. Retrieved from 

http://dx.dx.doi.dx.doi.org/10.10.9707/2307-2307-0919.2307-

0919.1090 on 10th January, 2020. 

Fuller, L. K. (2001). A missionary handbook on African traditional religion. 

Bukuru: African Christian Textbooks. 

Idowu, E. B. (1973). African Traditional Religions. London: SCM Press. 

Iroegbu, P. (2004). The Kpim of predicament. Ibadan: Hope publications 

http://www.aafp.org/x6701.xml


Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                  Vol.18. No.1 March, 2020 www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Socio-Religious Analysis of High Cost of Burial in Nigeria...     156 

Jimoh, S. A. (1985). Nigeria’s concept of death and its implications for 

counseling in Nigeria. International Journal for the Advancement of 

Counseling, pp. 75-83. 

Kalu. K. K. (2018). Burial ingredients. Owerri: Uka-Uka press. 

Lanre-Abass, B. (2008). Cultural issues in advance directives relating to end-

of-life decision making. Prajna Vihara J Philos, pp 23–49.  

Liberty, A. U. (2019). Religion and high cost of burial. Ibadan: Jomac and Sons 

Mbiti, J. S. (1969). African Religions and Philosophy. London: Heinemann. 

Michael, L. and George, D. (2007). Understanding Dying, Death and 

Bereavement, 6th ed. Belmont: Wadsworth Cengage Learning 

Orubu, A. O. (2001). The Hereafter in African Traditional Religion.  In A. O. 

Orubu, (Ed).  African Traditional Religion, pp. 147-160.  Benin City: 

Institute of Education, University of Benin. 

Sibani, C. M. (2008). The kingdom of God: A theological appraisal. Enugu: 

Alpha-Beta Communication Concepts 

Sibani, C. M. (2019). The Romance of religion with the dead. A lecture note 

presented at the Department of Religions, University of Benin. 

Thomas, T. (2010). Confessions of female casket maker. The Spectator, p. 7. 

Umoh, D. (2016). Death is not natural. Retrieved from: 

http://www.moses.creighton.edu/jrs/toc/2012.html on 10th January, 

2020. 

Wiredu K. (1993).  Death and the afterlife in African culture. In k. Wiredu, 

and K. Gyekye, (Eds.). Person and Community: Ghanaian Philosophical 

Studies I, pp. 56-71. Washington, DC: Council for Research in Values 

and Philosophy. 

 

 

 

http://www.moses.creighton.edu/jrs/toc/2012.html

