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African Traditional Religion: An Enduring Heritage

African Traditional Religion, it hardly needs pointing out, is part of the
religious heritage of humankind. Born out of the experience and deep reflec¬
tion of our African forebears, it provides answers to the stirrings of the human
spirit and elaborates on the profundity of the experience of the divine-
human encounter based on the resources of Africa’s own cultural heritage
and insight. It also provides answers to the ultimate questions posed by men
and women in Africa, gives meaning and significance to human life, explains
the origin and destiny of human beings, how everything in the world came
into being and the relationship that should exist between them. In short,
it is Africa’s own way of coming to terms with Reality.

An African proverb says: “Wisdom is like a baobab tree, and a single
man’s hand cannot embrace it.” The tolerant attitude of African Tradi¬
tional Religion towards other approaches to the Divine as well as to other
interpretations of the origin and destiny of human beings, bears out the
truth of the proverb, that African Traditional Religion is like a single per¬
son’s hand which cannot embrace the totality of the divine wisdom and
essence. And since the divine truth is beyond the reach of a single religious
tradition, wisdom recommends an openness to truth which comes from
other traditions. “There are no boundaries or bifurcations in truth,” as an

Akan proverb puts it, and since truth is one and has its source in God,
it may be found everywhere God chooses to put it, for truth is not restricted
to one religious tradition, whether that particular religious tradition lays
claim to special revelation or not.

*Deputy Director, Institute of African Studies, University of Ghana, Legon,
Ghana, West Africa.

14



African Traditional Religion 15

Such a view of truth and reality accords more with the limitations of
the human personality, since as humans we are recipients of divine truth
rather than its source; and the religions which lay exclusive claim to truth
and engage in fierce evangelistic campaigns and relentless proselytization,
tend to give the impression that the source of the truth resides in them.

This attitude about truth explains the acceptance of the truths of other
religions which have come as guests, sometimes as “invaders,” of the
African continent. Contrary to the impression that the spread of other
religions in Africa is due to the palpably clear “weakness” of the host
religion, it may be affirmed that the ability to accept truth outside of one’s
own immediate environment and tradition is a sign of strength and maturity
rather than their lamentable opposite, for the truth is rarely a possession
in the baggage of religious personalities or protagonists which they generous¬

ly dish out to the benighted ones who are without it, but rather it is a

horizon towards which we are all moving. It may be compared to a river
flowing towards the ocean along whose journey tributaries join to enlarge it before
it finally reaches its destination.

From the African experience, “All men are the children of God, none

is a child of the earth.” Each people is a tributary of God’s truth, for God
shares his truth liberally with all people, and as the truth we know en¬

counters others, it becomes stronger and deeper as it continues its journey
in leading us to God, the source of all truth and our final destination.

The Place of African Traditional Religion Among World Religions

It is important to place African Traditional Religion in its proper place
among the religions of the world. Although many books on “world
religions” hardly contain a single reference to the religious heritage of
Africa, it is pertinent to point out that the religion of Africa does not
live in the pages of books on “world religions,” rather it lives in the hearts
and lives ofAfrican people who practice it. It is necessary, therefore, to endeavor
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to approach it through the inner life of its practitioners, although one can¬
not completely ignore its externals. But a word of caution needs to be
thrown in about the temptation of looking at African Traditional Religion
from the side of doctrine rather than from the side of practice, for theory
is not the most significant factor about any religion. The importance of
practice in African Traditional Religion was underscored by Mbonu Ojike
when he wrote:

If religion consists of deifying one character and crusading
around the world to make him acceptable to all mankind, then
the African has no religion. But if religion means doing, rather
than talking, then the African has a religion.1

The life of the practitioner of African Traditional Religion has always
been interpreted by non-practitioners, both outsiders as well as Africans,
who have sought to explain the religious life of Africa by the standards
of external criteria. African scholars who have written about African Trad-
tional Religion have been non-practitioners, mostly Christian, who have
tended to look at it from the perspective of their religious persuasion. This
has often led to African Traditional Religion being described as a praeparatio
evangelica, which implies that the only worth of African Traditional Religion
lies in its being a preparation for the coming of the Gospel which is the final
revelation of God. And the fact that such an interpretation of African Trad-
tional Religion represents an unwillingness to look at it as a religion in
its own right is often overlooked. Related to this tendency is the evalua¬
tion of African Traditional Religion as containing the “seeds of the
Gospel,” without appreciating the fact that it also contains the “fruits
of the Gospel.’’

But it must be pointed out that the practitioner’s own view of his religion
is important for a wholesome and unjaundiced understanding of African
Traditional Religion. The labels which have been applied to it have all
been from the observers’ point of view, for it is certain that if the practi¬
tioner pouring libation at the foot of a tree were asked to explain what
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he was doing, he would not say that he was practicing “paganism” or “wor¬
shipping nature,” as observers are wont to describe such acts.

African Traditional Religion represents the serious effort of the culture
of our forebears in which the “spirit of God was an active agent,” for we
can affirm clearly and unequivocally that God has not been absent from
all our serious efforts to make sense of our own life and destiny from the
days of our earliest forebears up to our own time. African Traditional
Religion, therefore, is one of the ways in which Africans have experienced
God’s salvific activity in their history, which is an affirmation of God’s presence
with African people. This should come as no surprise since God is the
God of all humankind and is not so unkind as to withhold his presence

from others. God’s divine truth and salvation have not been confined to

a favored few; on the contrary, God is God because he is accessible to
all, and his revelation does not lead to the denial of his presence in cer¬
tain areas of the world and an affirmation of his presence elsewhere.
Patrick Kalilombe wrote:

The African Bible reader will thus not fear to state that the
religious systems of his ancestors were not just tolerated by God.
They were the results of the efforts of our cultures wherein the
spirit of God was an active agent. And therefore, there would
be no fear in me to assert this, as long as these religions were
the serious searchings of our cultures for the divinely-given
means for salvation, put by God in his will for the salvation
of all the peoples.2

It is God who saves, not any religious system. The good elements in
African Traditional Religion were put there by God; this clearly
demonstrates that God has no favorites and that he shares his truth with
all, but does not hide it from others to share it only with those whom
he favors. The African religious experience helps to give us a broader and much
deeper understanding of God. It rescues us from the limitations which par-
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tial human appropriation of God’s activity and relevation tend to place
on God.

While placing African Traditional Religion among the religions of the
world, and while seeing the religious heritage as the result of God’s ac-

tivity through which God saves his children, it is borne in mind that all
human efforts at understanding the activity of God and his self-disclosure
are partial, limited, and subject to error and sin. Furthermore, any

understanding of God which comes through one religious system must not
be confused with the reality of God, for God remains greater than any

religious system, or our understanding of him.

The World View

Everything begins with God, and the African world view which explains
how everything in the universe came to be makes this belief quite clear.
While everything in the universe had a clear beginning, God has no begin-
ning, and the Akan name, Tetekwaframoa, He who is there now as from
ancient times, makes it clear that God has always been in existence and
will continue to be. A Pygmy hymn expresses the same faith:

In the beginning was God (Kmvoum),
Today is God,
Tomorrow will be God.
Who can make an image of God?
He has no body.
He is as a word which comes out of your mouth.
That word! It is no more,

It is past, and still it lives!
So is God.3

God goes by many names in African languages,4 and these names reflect
the nature and attributes of God which have arisen from the African ex-
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perience of God. God is essentially a spirit and although there are an-

thropomorphisms in African Traditional Religion, there are no images or

physical representations of God. The names and attributes of God are uni'
que and are not accorded to any other spiritual beings. God’s name is always
in the singular, while the divinities may be given generic names. In the
Yoruba language, for example, orisha is the generic name for the gods, but
Olorun is not an orisha, and the distinction between God and the divinities
is very clear.

God is the Creator, for according to the African religious heritage, the
universe did not come into being on its own volition. In all the creation
stories, God is the principal actor. As Mbiti pointed out, “...there is a
concentration of names of God describing him (or her, since in many
African languages there is no masculine - feminine dichotomy grammatical¬
ly) as Creator.5 Since God is the Creator, everything depends on him,
including human beings, and an important theological insight which comes
out of the belief in God as Creator is the limitation which characterizes
all creatures.

Since God is the Creator of everything, it was not necessary for African
Traditional Religion to posit a creation which came out of nothing.
Whatever exists came into being by God’s creative activity. In the Yoruba
creation story in which Olodumare entrusted his deputy, Orisha-nla, with
the task of making the ground firm, he gave him some loose earth in a
snail’s shell and a hen and a pigeon which were to spread and scatter the
loose earth over the surface of the watery and marshy ground. The soil
and the snail’s shell as well as the hen and pigeon had already been created
by Olodumare in an earlier creation. That Olodumare used an agent to

carry out some aspects of creation does not diminish Olodumare’s role
in creation, for whatever was done by the agent was done at the com¬
mand or instructions of Olodumare. Moreover the agents have a limita¬
tion as the following Yoruba myth shows:

Orisha-nla was assigned another responsibility of giving physical
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features to human beings by molding human physical form from
the dust of the earth. Orisha-nla’s task was to leave the lifeless
bodies he had formed in a room and leave the place. Thereafter,
Olodumare would come and give breath to the bodies to make
them living human beings.
Orisha-nla was envious of the right of Olodumare to be the only
giver of life and so he decided to spy on Olodumare to see just
what he did to the lifeless bodies to make them living human
beings. After completing his task one day, Orisha-nla hid behind
the lifeless bodies in the room, but since Olodumare is omnis¬

cient, he knew what Orisha-nla had planned and he forestall¬
ed him by putting Orisha-nla to sleep and by the time he woke
up the bodies had already become human beings. Orisha-nla
has since then contented himself with his own allotted part
of the work.6

The Creator is also the Sustainer of creation, and in African Traditional
Religion there is no indication or thought that although the universe had
a clear beginning it will come to an end. This thought is based on the
firm faith that the Creator will not destroy his creation, and that just as
a mother will not drop the child on her lap, so will the Creator not drop
or destroy the universe which he has created and sustains. Some African
proverbs which confirm the Creator’s sustaining activity in relation to the
universe are: “If God removes his hand the world will end” (Ibo);7 and
the Bambuti of the Congo affirm that, “If God should die, the world would
also collapse.”8

The belief in an unending universe is not based on mere speculation,
for it is concretely reflected in the life and rituals of African societies.
As Mbiti pointed out:

The idea that the universe is unending is also depicted in rituals
and art forms by African peoples. For example, the drawing of
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snakes with their tails in their mouths symbolize the unending
universe. There are many rituals all over Africa that celebrate
and re-enact the rhythm of birth — death — and rebirth. Thus
in African views, the universe is permanent, unending, and eter¬
nal. God sustains it. There is no reason to imagine that it will
ever end, let alone how such an ending would come about as

long as the universe is sustained by God who Himself is
everlasting.9

God and Man

According to the insights of African Traditional Religion, God created
man and placed him at the center of the cosmos, not as its master but
as its caretaker, in a dependent role; and man is expected to remain in
harmony with the universe since he is part of it.

In the relationship between God and man, there are innumerable myths
which explain the position, status and being of God as being outside and
beyond the universe. These myths are not mere fables which have no bear¬
ing on the truth of human life; on the contrary, as Diana Eck put it:

...myth expresses profound multi-dimensional truth. Far from
being those outworn stories that are inherently false, myths
are...those timeless stories that are inherently true. They are

true not because they “happened” once, but because they go
on happening everyday. They shape the ways in which we think
about our place in the cosmos and our relation to the Divine.
To come to know a people — and that includes ourselves as
well — is to know their stories, especially their true “stories”
or myths.10

The “withdrawal” of God from the world or the “separation” between
God and people, as many African myths11 narrate it, do not tell of a physical
separation of God from man. Such stories allude to the otherness of God,
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for God is above his creation but is at the same time involved in his crea-

tion by upholding and sustaining the universe, creating the children that
are born, and is involved in the daily lives of people. The involvement
of God in the world is further borne out by the personal names of African
people, such as Olusanya (Yoruba) — God compensates for suffering;
Chukumeka. (Ibo) — God has done much; Senagbe (Ve) — God is the Giver
of Life; Nyamekya (Akan) — God’s gift — a name given to the first child
born to a childless couple.

Quite apart from alluding to the otherness of God, these myths also make
it quite clear that religion is essentially communication. As Zahan wrote:

All African ritual practices concerning rainbow, clouds and rain
are based on the “distance” which separates the sky and the
earth. Similarly, all relations between the Creator and created
are acknowledged. Thus, far from representing an action which
unfolds two eras, paradisiac life and fall, these themes contain
the element which establishes the possibility of religion as com-
munication: distance. In other words, in order to understand
the significance of these mythical accounts it is necessary to
reverse what they seem to suggest at first glance. The period
of man’s “religiousness” is not at all the “paradisiac” era when
God lived in the ‘village’ of man, but the period following, when
God lost his earthly and human qualities in order to live
separately from mankind.12

But there is the direct relationship between God and man that we find
in the concept of man. In the Yoruba creation story, to which we have
already referred, Olodumare puts his breath into the lifeless bodies which
Orisha-nla had formed to make them living human beings. There is,
therefore, a direct relationship between Olodumare and people, for it is
Olodumare who gives life to people.

Similarly, the Akan concept of man13 is that every human being has an
okra, the part of Onyame (God) in each person which makes a person a
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living human being. The okra links every person directly to God and it
has a pre-earthly existence as well as a post-earthly existence. A person
is alive when the okra is in the body, but dies when the okra departs from
the body to go back to its source. Death is therefore a return and not an

annihilation, and the Akan underscore this by saying “Onyame bewu na
mawu” — I shall only die if God dies. This is a reference to the okra, the
undying part of man; and the idea is that since God does not die and since
the okra is part of God, the okra therefore does not die. The Akan also
refer to the same idea in the maxim “Onipa wu a, na onivui”, when a per¬

son dies and disintegrates, but the most primary and fundamental part of
man, the divine spark in each person, survives death and is not subject
to the destructive forces of death.

The okra is distinct from the body and it is that which gives life to the
body; without its presence the body is lifeless. This idea clearly explains
the meaning which African Traditional Religion gives to life. Life is con¬
stant and is not the opposite of death, since the okra survives death and
continues to live. This is the basis of the relationship between Africans
and their ancestors, for there would be no relationship between the
ancestors and their relatives if they did not continue to live after their
deaths; and there is such a holistic view of life that death does not destroy
that wholeness. The dead do not just fade into nothingness; on the con¬

trary, they retain their identity and continue to hold the social, political
and religious status which they held while they lived in this world. As
this writer pointed out:

This firm belief in the reality of life after death represents a
fundamental antidote to the threat of human extinction and
the scare of nothingness, which have jointly “conspired” to
render life utterly meaningless to many a modem person. In
the African understanding, death does not rob life of mean¬

ing, on the contrary, it gives greater depth of meaning to life
by prolonging it on the spiritual plane.14
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The ancestors live because they return to Onyame after death; they would
not live if Onyame did not live. They do not have an independent ex¬
istence and they remain dependent on God for their existence, and in
fact the ancestors help to confirm belief in the living God. That is why
there is no denial of the fact the ancestors help to confirm belief in the
living God. That is why there is no denial of the fact that the dead con¬

tinue to live, and Mbiti’s term, “the living-dead,” vividly conveys the
idea that life continues after death. There is an indissoluble union be¬
tween the living and their dead relatives. The dead continue to be members
of their families, communities and societies, and to interact with their
living relatives. Life is not restricted to bodily or corporal existence, for
that would be a narrow and fragmented view of life. The reality of life
is its wholeness and only a denial of this wholeness could lead to the con¬

signment of the dead to an uncertain place and their being assigned an
inactive role in the society. Such a view was expressed by LaRoche when
he wrote:

The souls of the departed, once separated from the body have
accomplished their earthly destiny, and normally must remain
in the place God assigns them according to their deserts. They
are wholly disassociated from the living and have no means of
remaining in habitual relationship with them. Deprived of the
body, the departed soul is also deprived of its rational means

of knowledge, that is to say, the senses. It is no longer possible
for it to know by its own means what takes place in the world
of the living. According to the divinely established order the
soul must be united with the body to act upon exterior things.
Once deprived of its natural instrument, the body cannot reach
out to material places and objects; all action in the sensible
world is impossible for it.15

Since death does not terminate life, the departed have a place of
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residence. This is asamando — dwelling place of the dead among the Akan;
Unmbwardo — God’s House among the Konkomba of Northern Ghana,
or Ngewo’s Bosom among the Mende of Sierra Leone. The location of the
departed is known as well as their identity and between the world of the
living and the world of the dead there is constant traffic. The Ghanaian
painter, Kobina Buckner, expressed this idea in his painting, Nsamankwam,
in which he depicted people with loads on their heads, some going and
others coming, as if they were on a journey.

Religion and Community

To be human means to belong to a family or community. When the Akan
say: “Onipa fi soro besi a, obesi nnipa krom” — when a man descends from
heaven he enters a town inhabited by human beings — they imply that
society is the context of human existence. One’s humanity is defined by
a sense of belonging, for it is not enough to be a human being unless one
shows a sense of, and participation in, community.16 Religion has a com¬
munal orientation which sharply “contrasts with the divisive thrust of the
imported religions and cultures, and with the egoistic and materialistic
ethics they sustain.17 Religion is an affair of the community of which the
individual is a part, and its moral prescriptions are for the betterment of
the whole community. Religion itself is one with life. It is not an isolated
aspect of the community’s life, but permeates every facet of the community’s
existence.

Undergirding the community is the principle of interdependence, since
the human individual is not self-sufficient to the extent that all his needs
could be met single-handedly. One needs the assistance of others in order
to satisfy one’s basic needs. And furthermore, one also needs the assistance
of others in order to realize one’s full personality.

It is clear, therefore, that cooperation and mutual help are essential prere¬

quisites for individual welfare. Moreover they make possible the achieve-
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ment of undertakings which would otherwise be difficult to accomplish.
The Ibo underscore the importance of cooperation by saying that “anyone
who thinks that to go in pairs (cooperating with each other) is not useful,
let him hold his upper lip and see whether the lower one can speak alone.”

Community with Nature

The sense of community is not restricted to relations with human be-
ings alone. There is community with nature since man is part of nature and
is expected to cooperate with it. This sense of community with nature is often
expressed in terms of identity and kinship, friendliness and respect. But
use is made of nature despite the reverence and respect shown to it.

The need to remain in harmony with nature often takes a religious form
when features of the environment are personified. This is a way of remaining
on harmonious terms with nature instead of living in isolation from it or

treating nature as a mere object of exploitation for the satisfaction of human
needs. Remaining in harmony with nature also means preserving nature,
hence the concept of taboo, as a ritual prohibition designed to protect
nature, is found in African societies. When fishermen do not go fishing
on Tuesdays in Ghana because it is the day of rest for the god of the sea,
a day on which he must not be disturbed, it may be seen as giving the
sea a day of rest to replenish itself.
Furthermore:

It is demanded by tradition that fishermen must “sacrifice” some

of their catch to Bosompo, the god of the sea, after each fishing
expedition before returning home. The fish that are sacrificed
must be live fish, not dead ones, and an Akan maxim which
supports this ritual says: “Bosompo ankame wo nam a, wo nso

wonkame no abia” — “if the god of the sea does not begrudge
him of your catch.” The fish which fisherman “sacrifice” to

Bosompo will continue to breed and there will continue to be
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fish in the ocean if this ritual is observed. It is therefore taboo
for a fisherman not to make a “sacrifice”...18

The ritual prohibition not to bring back home the whole catch, but to
leave some in the sea, expresses man’s responsibility in preserving this
environment. Other taboos with regard to other features of the environ¬
ment express the same objective, 19 for it is firmly assumed that the well¬
being and wholeness of human life depend on cosmic harmony being main¬
tained. The contribution of African Tradition Religion to the ongoing
world-wide concern with the environment cannot be over-emphasized.
The loss to the world of ideas because of the description of many African
rituals as the “worship of nature,” which did not merit the serious con¬

sideration of scholars, is indeed lamentable. Furthermore, in the African
perspective the community and its members as well as its environment
constitute a complex whole, and there is a moral interrelationship be¬
tween social relations and natural events.20

An Enduring Heritage

African Traditional Religion, like all religions, has had to accommodate
itself to the processes of social change and the effects of modernization.
It would not be a human institution if it were not subject to change, and
the description “traditional” that has been used in this paper does not

imply the idea of ATR/changelessness. It is only to indicate that it is
undergirded by a fundamentally indigenous African value system and has
its own pattern with its own historical inheritance. Moreover,

...tradition is above all the collective experience of the com¬

munity. It constitutes the totality of all that successive genera¬
tions have accumulated since the dawn of time, both in spiritual
and practical life. It is the sum total of the wisdom held by a

society at a given moment of its existence. If we admit that
the ancestors do not constitute a closed community, but that
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they are seen as an assembly which is perpetually increasing
and incessantly evolving, then we must recognize that tradi¬
tion too is not static.21

As the source of life and meaning, African Traditional Religion, as the
most vital institution in the past, has continued to manifest its vitality
in old and new forms today. The new forms are rooted in the traditional
religious customs and they manifest themselves in the preoccupations and
deep concerns that are of characteristically African provenance. The religious
heritage represents a truth which offers abiding spiritual values which are essen¬
tial for life and are not changed by man’s increasing control of his environment.
Man remains a creature created by God, “the clearest and most concrete

spiritual reality,”22 and who is dependent on the spiritual powers, especially
God, in order to be able to cope with life in this world. As Busia pointed
out in a discussion of the religious heritage of Africa:

A consciousness of the inadequacy and incompleteness of man
and of his ability to cope successfully with life without super¬
natural aid stands out prominently in prayer and ritual. This
may be seized upon as proof of the primitiveness of the African,
since there are chose who contend that the difference between

primitive man and civilized man is that the latter, through the
competence which his technology gives him, is able to exer¬
cise control over his natural environment, and is therefore much
more independent. It is true that technology increases man’s
control over nature, and gives him greater independence.
But there is much more to the consciousness of inadequacy and
dependence manifest in African religious rites; it implies a

philosophy of man which sees him as a created being depen¬
dent on his Creator. The recognition is essential to the religious
life and is not altered by man’s increasing technological com¬

petence.23
The vitality of the new religious movements in Africa (as is seen, for
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example, in the indigenous churches, more popularly called independent
churches), is due largely to their being rooted in the traditional religious
customs, and are giving Christianity an African expression. The result is
a Christianity, originally presented as a religion of mental culture, being
transformed into a religion of being and doing. Islam’s “success” is also
due to its meeting the enduring needs of African Traditional Religion.

African Traditional Religion is not confined to the African continent,
but is firmly and visibly present in the Americas. This came about through
the involuntary emigration of millions of Africa’s sons and daughters to
the New World. These ancestors were sustained, in utterly new and in-
human circumstances as slaves in foreign lands, by their own religious and
cultural heritage, for quite some time before their integration into the new
societies which were to emerge in the New World. As Barrett wrote:

...the sons and daughters of Africa did not come to the New
World from a cultural wilderness but from a land with well-
established cultural institutions, and it was the transplantation
of these culture dynamics in the New World that enabled the
Africans in the diaspora to preserve their sense of humanity
in the face of the devastating assault of chattel slavery.24

After their integration, their religious and cultural heritage continued
to be an active instrument of culture formation and this vital instrument

has produced its effects on every aspect of the civilization which has emerged
in the New World.

The religious heritage of Africa shares the same concerns with other
religions of humankind, providing a source for humankind’s search for knowledge
of God, spiritual existence, good and evil, and humanity.25. For generations
of women and men in Africa, the religious heritage has been and con¬
tinues to be their audience with God and their fellowship, not only with
their fellow human beings, but also with the entire cosmos.
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