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Abstract

This study undertakes a socio-religious analysis of the role of
African Traditional Religion (ATR) in driving social
transformation in contemporary Nigeria. Moving beyond the
dominant narratives that often relegate ATR to a pre-colonial
past or a static cultural relic, this research argues that ATR
remains a dynamic and potent force for social cohesion, ethical
governance, environmental stewardship, and conflict
resolution. The study identifies a critical gap in the existing
literature: the tendency to overlook the active, adaptive, and
constructive agency of ATR in addressing modern socio-political
and economic challenges. To fill this gap, the research employs
a qualitative methodology, utilizing in-depth interviews with
traditional rulers, priests, and community elders, alongside a
critical analysis of secondary sources and participant
observation in selected communities across Nigeria’s major geo-
political zones. The findings reveal that ATR’s core tenets, its
holistic worldview, emphasis on communal well-being, intricate
systems of checks and balances, and deep ecological
consciousness, provide a resilient framework for fostering social
transformation. The study concludes by recommending the
intentional integration of ATR’s ethical and communal
principles into national development policies, educational
curricula, and interfaith dialogue platforms, thereby
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contributing to a more inclusive and contextually grounded
vision of a transformed Nigerian society.

Keywords: African Traditional Religion, Social Transformation,
Indigenous Knowledge Systems, Communal Ethics, Traditional
Institutions.

Introduction

Nigeria, a nation of immense cultural, ethnic, and religious
diversity, stands at a critical juncture in its post-colonial
history. Its social fabric is a complex tapestry woven from over
250 ethnic groups, each with its own unique language,
customs, and belief systems!89. At the heart of this intricate
mosaic lies African Traditional Religion (ATR), a term that, while
an academic construct, serves to describe the indigenous,
autochthonous religious systems that predate the arrival of
Islam and Christianity on the continent!%. ATR is not a
monolithic entity but a constellation of diverse yet
interconnected belief systems that share a common
philosophical and cosmological foundation. This foundation is
characterized by a profound belief in a Supreme Being (known
by various names such as Chukwu among the Igbo, Olodumare
among the Yoruba, and Abasi among the Efik-Ibibio), a
pantheon of lesser deities or divinities (orisa, alusi, edem), a
vibrant world of ancestral spirits, and a deep, sacred connection
to the natural environment!9!.

Historically, ATR was the primary framework through which
African societies organized their social, political, economic,
and judicial lives. It provided the moral compass, the legal code,
and the social glue that held communities together. The

189 Toyin Falola, Nationalism and African Intellectuals (Rochester: University
of Rochester Press, 2004), 45.

190 J. O. Awolalu and P. A. Dopamu, West African Traditional Religion
(Ibadan: Onibonoje Press, 1979), 1.

191 John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 2nd ed. (Oxford:
Heinemann, 1990), 25-30.
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religious worldview was inseparable from the social order; to be
a member of the community was to participate in its religious
life192, The colonial encounter, beginning in the late 19th
century, initiated a profound and often violent disruption of this
integrated system. Colonial administrators, in alliance with
Christian  missionaries, systematically devalued and
demonized ATR, branding it as “pagan,” “heathen,’
worship.”193 This ideological assault was coupled with the
imposition of foreign political and legal structures that
deliberately marginalized the authority of traditional rulers
and the custodians of indigenous religious knowledge. The
post-independence era, rather than witnessing a renaissance of
indigenous systems, saw the consolidation of the colonial
legacy. The new Nigerian state, grappling with the challenges of
nation-building, often adopted a secular framework that, in
practice, privileged the two “world religions” of Christianity and
Islam, while continuing to view ATR with suspicion or as a mere
subject of anthropological curiosity194.

4

or “devil

In contemporary Nigeria, the socio-political landscape is
marked by a series of persistent and interconnected crises:
widespread corruption that has eroded public trust in
institutions, ethno-religious conflicts that have claimed
countless lives, a growing chasm between the rich and the poor,
and a profound environmental degradation, particularly in the
oil-rich Niger Deltal95. Against this backdrop of national
malaise, there has been a quiet but persistent resurgence of
interest in ATR, not merely as a matter of personal faith but as
a potential source of solutions. Scholars like Jacob Olupona
have argued that a “religious renaissance” is underway in

192 Awolalu and Dopamu, West African Traditional Religion, 156.

193 Asonzeh F. K. Ukah, A New Paradigm of Pentecostal Power: A Study of the
Redeemed Christian Church of God in Nigeria (Trenton: Africa World
Press, 2008), 22.

194 Falola, Nationalism and African Intellectuals, 112.

195 Noah A. O. Afe, “African Traditional Religion and Environmental Ethics:

The Case of the Ogoni People of Nigeria,” Journal of Religion and Society
20 (2018): 3.

198



Africa, where indigenous religions are being re-evaluated for
their capacity to address modern challenges19. This study is
situated within this emerging discourse. It seeks to move
beyond the historical narrative of ATR’s marginalization to
explore its active, contemporary role as a driver of social
transformation. It posits that the very principles that sustained
pre-colonial African societies, the emphasis on community over
the individual, the sanctity of oaths and covenants, the
accountability of leaders to both the living and the dead, and
the sacredness of the earth are not obsolete relics but are, in
fact, desperately needed antidotes to the ills plaguing modern
Nigerial97. This research, therefore, provides a timely socio-
religious analysis of how ATR, in its dynamic and adaptive form,
continues to shape social realities and offers a viable pathway
towards a more just, equitable, and harmonious society.

Overview of African Traditional Religion

Contemporary Nigeria is a nation in search of a soul. Despite
its vast human and material resources, it is plagued by a deep-
seated crisis of values and social cohesion. The formal
institutions of the state, the judiciary, the legislature, and the
executive have been systematically weakened by a culture of
impunity, nepotism, and corruption!®s. The social contract
between the citizen and the state has been frayed, leading to a
pervasive sense of alienation and distrust. Simultaneously, the
public sphere is increasingly polarized along ethno-religious
lines, with Christianity and Islam, the two dominant faiths,
often serving as fault lines for conflict rather than bridges for
unity!99. In this context, the quest for a unifying national ethos

196 Jacob K. Olupona, City of 201 Gods: Ilé-Ife in Time, Space, and the
Imagination (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), S.

197 Kwame Wiredu, Cultural Universals and Particulars: An African
Perspective (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 142.

198 Falola, Nationalism and African Intellectuals, 201.
199 Ukah, A New Paradigm of Pentecostal Power, 78.
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and a robust ethical framework for social life has become an
urgent national priority.

The problem this study addresses is the persistent and
systematic neglect of African Traditional Religion (ATR) as a
legitimate and potent source of such an ethos and framework.
The dominant academic and policy discourse on social
transformation in Nigeria has been overwhelmingly focused on
the roles of the state, civil society organizations (often faith-
based but aligned with Christianity or Islam), and international
development paradigms200. ATR is either absent from these
conversations or is relegated to the periphery as a subject of
folklore, a barrier to “modernity,” or a private, individual belief
system with no public relevance. This marginalization is a
direct legacy of the colonial and post-colonial project of religious
and cultural hegemony, which has successfully constructed a
hierarchy of religions where ATR occupies the lowest rung?201.

This leads to a significant and critical gap in the existing body
of knowledge. While there is a substantial literature on ATR’s
historical role and its theological and cosmological structures,
there is a conspicuous lack of rigorous, contemporary socio-
religious analysis that examines ATR’s active agency in driving
social transformation in today’s Nigeria. Much of the
scholarship falls into two categories: first, anthropological and
historical studies that document ATR as a static, pre-colonial
phenomenon; and second, theological studies that engage in
comparative religion but often from a perspective that implicitly
or explicitly privileges the Abrahamic faiths202. There is a dearth
of research that asks: How is ATR being practiced and adapted
in the 21st century? In what concrete ways do its principles and
institutions actively mediate social conflicts, promote ethical

200 Afe Adogame, “The Public Role of African Indigenous Religions in
Nigeria,” in The Public Face of African New Religious Movements in
Nigeria, ed. Afe Adogame (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 16.

201 Olupona, City of 201 Gods, 12.
202 Awolalu and Dopamu, West African Traditional Religion, 210.
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conduct, foster environmental sustainability, and build
community resilience in the face of modern challenges? This
gap is not merely academic; it has real-world consequences. By
failing to recognize and engage with the transformative
potential of ATR, policymakers, religious leaders, and civil
society actors are overlooking a vast reservoir of indigenous
wisdom and social capital that could be harnessed for national
development and peacebuilding.

This study is designed to fill this critical gap. It will move beyond
a purely descriptive or historical account of ATR to conduct an
in-depth, empirical investigation into its lived reality and its
functional role in contemporary Nigerian society. By employing
a qualitative methodology that centers the voices of
practitioners and community leaders, the research will provide
a nuanced and grounded understanding of how ATR operates
as a dynamic social force. It will analyze specific case studies
of ATR’s intervention in areas such as local governance, conflict
resolution, and environmental management, thereby
demonstrating its practical relevance and transformative
capacity. In doing so, the study aims to challenge the prevailing
epistemic injustice that has silenced ATR and to reposition it as
a vital and legitimate partner in the collective project of building
a transformed Nigeria.

Perspectives on African Traditional Religion

The scholarly landscape on African Traditional Religion (ATR)
and its relationship to society is vast, yet marked by distinct
historical phases and persistent gaps, particularly concerning
its contemporary role in social transformation. This review will
trace the evolution of this literature, from its colonial and early
post-colonial roots to the more recent, nuanced scholarship,
while identifying the specific gap this study aims to fill.

The earliest academic writings on ATR were overwhelmingly the
product of European colonial administrators, missionaries, and
early anthropologists. These works were deeply embedded in
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the colonial project and its ideological assumptions.
Missionaries like J. H. K. Nketia and early ethnographers often
approached ATR through a lens of cultural and religious
superiority, framing it as a primitive, superstitious, and morally
deficient system that stood in the way of “civilization” and the
spread of Christianity203. E. B. Tylor’s theory of animism and
James Frazer’s concept of magic as a flawed precursor to
science provided the theoretical scaffolding for this dismissive
view204, Even the more sympathetic early anthropologists, such
as E. E. Evans-Pritchard in his seminal work on the Azande,
while providing detailed ethnographic accounts, often analyzed
ATR as a closed, logical system that was fundamentally at odds
with modern, scientific rationality205. His work, though
foundational, tended to present ATR as a static, pre-modern
phenomenon, a view that would dominate for decades.

The post-independence era in Africa saw a shift, with a new
generation of African scholars beginning to reclaim their
intellectual heritage. Pioneers like J. O. Awolalu and P. A.
Dopamu, in their classic text ‘West African Traditional Religion’,
provided a more systematic and respectful theological and
philosophical exposition of ATR, moving away from the
missionary polemics206. They emphasized its monotheistic
core, its complex moral code, and its integral role in social
organization. Similarly, scholars like John S. Mbiti argued for
the profound philosophical depth of ATR, famously stating that
“Africans are notoriously religious.”207 Mbiti’s work was crucial
in establishing ATR as a legitimate subject of serious academic
inquiry. However, much of this early post-colonial scholarship,
while corrective in its intent, was still largely descriptive and
historical. It focused on documenting the beliefs and practices

203 Awolalu and Dopamu, West African Traditional Religion, 5.
204 Awolalu and Dopamu, West African Traditional Religion, 8.

205 E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1937), 12.

206 Awolalu and Dopamu, West African Traditional Religion, 1.
207 Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 1.
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of ATR as they existed in a pre-colonial or idealized past, often
presenting it as a coherent, unchanging system. This approach,
while valuable, inadvertently contributed to the perception of
ATR as a relic, disconnected from the messy realities of
contemporary African life.

A significant shift began in the late 20th and early 21st
centuries, with scholars moving towards a more dynamic and
functional analysis of ATR. Jacob K. Olupona has been a
leading figure in this new wave. In works like ‘City of 201 Gods:
[1é-Ifé in Time, Space, and the Imagination’ and his edited
volume ‘Beyond Primitivism: Indigenous Religious Traditions
and Modernity’, Olupona forcefully argues that ATR is not a
static tradition but a living, adaptive, and resilient force that is
actively engaged with modernity208. He demonstrates how
Yoruba religion in Ilé-Ifé has navigated the challenges of
urbanization, globalization, and religious pluralism, not by
retreating into isolation, but by creatively reinterpreting its
traditions and asserting its public presence. This perspective is
crucial, as it moves the discourse from “What is ATR?” to “What
does ATR do in the modern world?”

Other scholars have begun to explore the specific social
functions of ATR. Adogame, for instance, has written
extensively on the public role of African indigenous religions,
arguing that they are key agents in shaping civil society and
public morality in Nigeria20. He challenges the secularist
assumption that religion should be a private matter, showing
how ATR’s public rituals and ethical pronouncements directly
influence social and political life. In the realm of environmental
ethics, scholars like A. F. C. Ryder and, more recently, Noah A.
O. Afe, have highlighted the deep ecological consciousness
embedded in ATR?210, The veneration of nature spirits, sacred

208 Olupona, City of 201 Gods, 320.

209 Adogame, “The Public Role of African Indigenous Religions in Nigeria,”
15.

210 . A. F. C. Ryder, “The Benin Kingdom and the Edo-Speaking Peoples of
South-Western Nigeria,” in Peoples of the West African Forests: A Field
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groves, and the earth deity is not mere superstition but a
sophisticated system of environmental management and
conservation that has sustained African ecosystems for
millennia. This literature is particularly relevant in the context
of the Niger Delta crisis, where the destruction of the
environment is not just an economic or political issue but a
profound spiritual and cultural one for the local communities.

Nevertheless, a critical gap remains. While the literature on
ATR’s historical role, its theology, and its general engagement
with modernity is growing, there is a striking lack of empirical,
socio-religious studies that systematically investigate its active
role as a driver of social transformation in specific,
contemporary Nigerian contexts. Many of the works, including
some of Olupona’s, are rich in ethnographic detail but are often
focused on a single location (like Ilé-Ifé) or are more theoretical
in nature. There is a need for a comparative, multi-sited study
that can identify common patterns and mechanisms across
different ethnic and regional contexts in Nigeria. Furthermore,
while the literature often asserts ATR’s potential for social good,
there is less work that provides concrete, evidence-based
analysis of how this potential is realized in practice, how, for
example, an oath sworn before a deity actually deters a corrupt
local official, or how a community’s belief in a river spirit
translates into a successful campaign against oil pollution.

This study directly addresses this gap. It builds upon the
foundational work of Awolalu and Mbiti, the dynamic
perspective of Olupona, and the functional analyses of Adogame
and others, but it pushes the inquiry further. By employing a
rigorous qualitative methodology across multiple case studies,
it seeks to provide the empirical grounding that is currently
missing. It will not just describe ATR’s beliefs but will analyze
its social mechanics, its institutions, its rituals, its networks of
authority, and how these are deployed to create tangible social

Guide, ed. Daryll Forde (London: International African Institute, 1956),
25; Afe, “African Traditional Religion and Environmental Ethics,” 5.
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change in today’s Nigeria. In doing so, it aims to move the
conversation from a defensive posture of justifying ATR’s
existence to an assertive one of demonstrating its active,
constructive, and indispensable role in the nation’s future.

The Role of ATR in Driving Social Transformation in
Contemporary Nigeria: A Socio-Religious Analysis

To understand the role of African Traditional Religion (ATR) in
driving social transformation, one must first grasp its
foundational worldview, which stands in stark contrast to the
individualistic and materialistic paradigms that dominate much
of modern global discourse. At its core, ATR is a profoundly
holistic and relational system. It does not compartmentalize the
sacred and the secular, the spiritual and the material, or the
individual and the community. Instead, it sees all of existence
as an interconnected web of relationships, where every action
has spiritual, social, and cosmic consequences2!l. This
worldview is the bedrock upon which its transformative
potential is built.

A central pillar of this worldview is the concept of
communalism. In ATR, the individual is not an autonomous,
self-sufficient unit but is defined by their relationships within
the family, the lineage, the village, and the wider cosmos. The
ultimate goal of life is not personal salvation or individual
success, but the well-being, harmony, and continuity of the
community?!2. This stands in direct opposition to the rampant
individualism and self-interest that fuel corruption and social
fragmentation in contemporary Nigeria. The ATR ethic demands
that leaders, in particular, see themselves as trustees of the
community’s welfare, accountable not only to the living but also
to the ancestors and the unborn. A chief who embezzles
community funds is not just breaking human law; he is
committing a sacrilege that disrupts the delicate balance

211 Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 105.
212 Wiredu, Cultural Universals and Particulars, 145.
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between the human and spiritual worlds, inviting calamity
upon the entire community. This belief creates a powerful,
internalized system of checks and balances that can be far
more effective than a weak or compromised formal legal system.

According to Ogbonna and Anayo Ossai, research into African
traditional religion reveals that Africans believe in a supreme
deity. Among the Igbo people, this deity is known as Chukwu;
the Edo refer to him as Osanobwa; the Urhobo call him Oghene;
the Yoruba identify him as Olorun or Olodumare; and the
Ibibio/Efik name him Osa-Nudazi. All these names point to the
same supreme being that Christians refer to as God. The
recognition of social justice implies the recognition of God in the
scheme of all things, and this is tantamount to progress and
development. God is regarded as the creator of the universe, the
originator of humanity, and the source of all goodness,
prosperity, peace, and justice. This belief among Africans
contributes to national development, as it motivates efforts
toward societal well-being. African traditional religion teaches
its followers that humans have threefold responsibilities: to
themselves, to others, and to the society they belong to, as well
as to their creator. Africans hold their relationship with the
divine in high regard and strive to maintain harmony with their
maker213. Therefore, the pursuit and preservation of life (ndu)
is considered the highest good. This is social justice2!4. Africans
value life and strongly oppose acts that threaten or end it. This
principle is a core ethical teaching of African traditional religion.

213 The moral teachings imparted by priests, diviners, and oral traditions in
African communities are deeply rooted in ethics. To attempt to build a
nation without god is to hope to construct a massive structure upon the
foundation of sand, such building will collapse at the slightest gust of
wind and the fall will be great. This highlights the importance of religion
in societal development. When peace, justice, and harmony prevail,
Nigeria can become a nation where people coexist peacefully, attracting
visitors and investors.

214 Innocent Ogbonna Nweke and Anayo Ossai, “Approach to the Study of
ATR and Its Relevance to National Development,” GPH-International
Journal of Social Science and Humanities Research 7, no. 9 (2024): 55—
64, https://doi.org/10.5281 /zenodo.14199051.
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If the country embraces and returns to these religious values,
crimes like kidnapping and ritual killings would cease, and the
healthcare system would improve, as medical professionals
would prioritize saving lives. People would act more
responsibly to avoid harming others. Corruption would also
diminish. The social functions of African traditional religion
revolve around reverence for God, care for His creation, and the
moral obligation to support fellow humans.

This system of accountability is operationalized through
several key ATR institutions and practices. One of the most
potent is the institution of oath-taking. In many Nigerian
communities, oaths sworn before a deity or at a sacred shrine
are considered the ultimate guarantee of truth and integrity.
The belief is that the supernatural forces invoked in the oath
will punish the liar with illness, misfortune, or even death?!5. In
a context where the formal judiciary is often inaccessible, slow,
or corrupt, this indigenous mechanism serves as a highly
effective tool for dispute resolution and for enforcing contracts
and covenants. A study of land disputes in Yoruba
communities, for instance, reveals that a significant number
are settled not in court but through a ritual oath at the shrine
of the earth deity (Onile), where the fear of supernatural
retribution compels the parties to tell the truth216. This is not a
relic of the past; it is a living, functional system of justice that
maintains social order at the grassroots level.

Another critical institution is the role of the ancestors. In ATR,
death is not an end but a transition to a new form of existence.
The ancestors are not distant, ethereal figures, but active
members of the community who watch over their living
descendants, protect them from harm, and ensure the
continuity of the lineage2!7. They are the ultimate guardians of
tradition and morality. A leader who acts against the interests

215 Awolalu and Dopamu, West African Traditional Religion, 162.
216 Olupona, City of 201 Gods, 189.
217 Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 82.
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of the community is believed to have angered the ancestors,
who can withdraw their protection and cause his plans to fail.
This belief creates a powerful psychological and social pressure
for ethical leadership. The annual festivals dedicated to the
ancestors, which are common across Nigeria, are not just acts
of remembrance but are vital rituals of social renewal. They are
occasions for the community to come together, to reaffirm its
shared values, to settle outstanding disputes, and to seek the
ancestors’ blessing for the coming year. In this way, the
veneration of ancestors is a dynamic, cyclical process of social
auditing and moral regeneration.

The role of traditional rulers is also inseparable from ATR. While
the modern Nigerian state has attempted to secularize the
institution of chieftaincy, in most communities, the authority of
a traditional ruler is still deeply rooted in his or her religious
role as the chief priest of the community’s deities and the
primary intermediary between the people and the spiritual
world218. An Oba in Yorubaland or an Eze in Igboland is not just
a political figurehead; he is the embodiment of the community’s
spiritual covenant. His legitimacy derives from his ability to
maintain this sacred connection. This religious dimension of his
authority gives him a unique moral standing that can be
leveraged for social transformation. A traditional ruler who
speaks out against corruption or environmental destruction is
not just expressing a political opinion; he is issuing a spiritual
warning, which carries immense weight with his people. In the
Niger Delta, for example, traditional rulers have been at the
forefront of the struggle against oil companies, framing the
ecological devastation not just as an economic loss but as a
desecration of the sacred land and water, a sin against the

218 Adogame, “The Public Role of African Indigenous Religions in Nigeria,”
28.

208



deities that will bring divine wrath upon all219. This framing has
been a powerful mobilizing tool for community resistance.

It is important to acknowledge that African traditional religion
can serve as a major attraction for tourists who are eager to
explore the continent’s rich cultural heritage. Ministries
responsible for tourism and culture can harness this interest to
generate income, thereby aiding economic growth in areas
where traditional religion is actively practiced. In addition,
African traditional religion frequently includes communal
rituals and ceremonies. These gatherings help to reinforce
social ties and build social capital, which can indirectly benefit
the economy by fostering cooperation, trust, and a shared drive
for development among community members?220.

Values and morals are key components of African Traditional
Religion that focus on principles which uphold and protect
human life and guide interpersonal and environmental
relationships. These principles address matters such as justice,
distinguishing right from wrong, respect for others and
prosperity, truthfulness, love, the nature of good and evil,
honoring commitments, appreciation of beauty, crime and its
consequences, and the assignment of praise or blame. These
values and morals shape the political, economic, and social
behaviors of a people and are crucial to the stability and
progress of any nation. It is within this context that a nation's
development is largely dependent on the moral and intellectual
growth, or lack thereof, of its citizens. Supporting this view,

219 Ken Saro-Wiwa, Genocide in Nigeria: The Ogoni Tragedy (London: Saros
International Publishers, 1992), 45.

220 Nweke and Anayo Ossai, “Approach to the Study of ATR”, 63-64; Certain
elements of African traditional religion also involve the creation of
indigenous arts, crafts, and cultural artefacts. When properly
supported, these items can become viable sources of income for
individuals and contribute to national economic prosperity. Moreover,
the traditional medicinal knowledge embedded in African religion is
gaining recognition and investment. This growing interest is significantly
enhancing the economy, as traditional healing practices are being
integrated into broader health and wellness initiatives.
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Anyanwu emphasizes that societies cannot survive without
morality, trust, justice, liberty, truth, goodness, and
faithfulness, and that only religion can provide these essential
virtues221,

Furthermore, ATR’s worldview provides a robust framework for
environmental stewardship. The natural world is not a
collection of inert resources to be exploited but is imbued with
spiritual life. Mountains, rivers, forests, and even specific trees
are often the abodes of deities or spirits and are treated with
reverence and respect?22. Sacred groves, which are protected by
religious taboo, serve as vital biodiversity reserves and
watersheds. The belief that polluting a river is an offence
against the river god, which will bring sickness and death to the
community, is a far more effective deterrent to environmental
abuse than a fine from a distant and often ineffective regulatory
agency. In a country grappling with the catastrophic
environmental consequences of oil extraction, this indigenous
ecological ethic is not a quaint superstition but a desperately
needed philosophy of sustainability. The Ogoni people’s
struggle, famously led by Ken Saro-Wiwa, was deeply rooted in
this ATR worldview, which saw the land (Ogoni land) as a living,
sacred entity that must be protected at all costs223.

Finally, ATR’s inherent pluralism and adaptability are key to its
transformative potential in a religiously diverse society. Unlike
the exclusivist claims of some strands of Christianity and Islam,
ATR is fundamentally inclusive. It does not demand the
renunciation of other beliefs; it is common for a Yoruba person
to be a practicing Christian or Muslim while still honoring
their family’s ancestral deities224. This syncretic capacity allows

221 Chike Augustine Ekeopara and Obo Ekpenyong, “African Traditional
Religion and National Development in Nigeria,” Research on Humanities
and Social Sciences 6, no. 22 (2016),11; accessed November 7, 2025,
http:/ /www.iiste.org.

222 Afe, “African Traditional Religion and Environmental Ethics,” 7.

223 Saro-Wiwa, Genocide in Nigeria, 30.

224 Olupona, City of 201 Gods, 275.
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ATR to act as a bridge rather than a barrier in Nigeria’s
pluralistic landscape. Its core ethical principles, truth, justice,
respect for life, and communal responsibility are shared, in
various forms, by all the major religions in the country. By
focusing on these shared values, ATR can provide a common
moral language for interfaith dialogue and collective action on
social issues. Its very existence as a third, indigenous voice in
the religious public sphere can help to de-escalate the binary,
often antagonistic, Christian-Muslim dynamic that has fueled
so much conflict.

In sum, ATR is not a passive cultural artefact but an active,
dynamic social system. Its holistic worldview, its emphasis on
communal well-being, its powerful mechanisms of
accountability (oaths, ancestors), its integration of spiritual and
political authority (traditional rulers), and its deep ecological
consciousness collectively form a resilient framework for social
transformation. In a Nigeria searching for a path out of its
current crises, this indigenous framework offers a source of
wisdom, a system of social control, and a vision of a society that
is just, harmonious, and in balance with the natural world.

In recent times, Ekeopara and Ekpenyong argue that the
remedies and practices of traditional African medicine have
gained increased recognition from researchers within Western
scientific circles. Many developing nations have begun to realize
the high costs associated with modern healthcare systems and
the technologies they require, which has highlighted Africa’s
dependence on alternative solutions (Conserve Africa 2). As a
result, there is growing interest in integrating herbal medicine
into modern medical practices?225. Traditional healers or diviners
are often more effective in addressing psychological issues than
Western-trained therapists. He further explains that these
healers serve multiple roles not only as medical practitioners

225 Chike Augustine Ekeopara and Obo Ekpenyong, “African Traditional
Religion and National Development in Nigeria,” Research on Humanities
and Social Sciences 6, no. 22 (2016), 19-28; accessed November 7,
2025, http:/ /www .iiste.org.

211



but also as family counsellors, spiritual leaders, and advocates
for environmental concerns. Essentially, they are deeply
attuned to the everyday needs of their communities226. Many of
their healing practices are psychotherapeutic in nature,
delivered with compassion, empathy, and sincerity to help
restore individuals’ confidence. Traditional healers must be
educated about medical conditions that are better treated in
hospitals. Conversely, hospitals should consider consulting
respected traditional healers in cases involving culture-bound
syndromes that are resistant to conventional treatment. In this
collaborative model, effective traditional healers could become
key players in primary healthcare delivery. When examining
Nigeria’s healthcare system, it becomes clear that natural-
based remedies have made significant contributions to
conventional medicine. This is especially true considering that
African Traditional Medicine (ATM) has long served as the
primary healthcare resource for the majority of Nigerians living
in rural communities227.

African Traditional Religion (ATR) creates favorable conditions
for tourism to flourish by promoting ethics and morality that
emphasize the relationship between the divine and fellow
human beings. Through its rich expressions in arts and crafts,
ATR serves as a powerful driver of tourism development globally
and continues to play a vital role in the industry. The religious
and cultural identity of a people is often reflected in their artistic
and architectural creations, many of which have deep religious
roots. This is why tourists are often drawn to religious sites and
events, sometimes even risking their lives for such experiences.
For instance, the grandeur of King Solomon’s temple inspired
the Queen of Sheba to journey to Jerusalem (1 Kings 10:5).
Similarly, the ancient wonders of the world, such as Egypt’s

226 Ekeopara and Ekpenyong, “African Traditional Religion “, 23.
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pyramids, the temple of Artemis in Ephesus, and the statue of
Zeus in Greece, are all steeped in religious history?22s.

ATR contributes to job creation and employment opportunities,
which in turn foster development in Nigeria. Supporting this
view, Awake Magazine notes that tourism plays a significant
role in the economies of more than 125 countries. A 2004 news
release from the UN World Tourism Organization highlighted
tourism’s potential to reduce poverty by enabling the growth of
small and medium-sized enterprises. As tourism generates
employment, it also boosts environmental, cultural, and social
awareness. ATR can strengthen Nigeria’s economy by attracting
foreign exchange through its cultural tourism potential. It also
promotes rural tourism, which highlights the lifestyles and
traditions of rural communities. This form of tourism is aimed
at addressing poverty in these areas and contributes to national
development. Additionally, ATR fosters peace and reconciliation
through its cultural richness, making it a valuable tool for
national progress. Therefore, ATR should be respected and
embraced in Nigeria’s pursuit of tourism and development,
rather than being overlooked or dismissed?229.

In his analysis of African contexts, Nweke emphasized the
capacity of African Traditional Religion (ATR) to resolve conflicts
and support nation-building efforts in Nigeria. Although Nigeria
was used as a case study, the article's insights extend beyond
its borders. He argued that ATR’s ethical teachings, communal
values, and holistic worldview can foster unity, justice, and
moral discipline. The study advocated for the reintegration of
ATR principles into Nigeria’s socio-political and legal
frameworks to promote development and societal harmony. It
also stressed the importance of raising public awareness about
ATR to combat its marginalization and ensure its role in
modern nation-building. Ultimately, the study called for a

228 Ekeopara and Obo Ekpenyong, “African Traditional Religion”, 26.
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cultural and moral revival of traditional values to achieve
sustainable national development230.

Nweke also examined the influence of globalization on African
Traditional Religious rituals, focusing on its impact on cultural
expressions such as worship styles, clothing norms, and
communal values. He argued that globalization has
contributed to the erosion of African cultural identity and led to
self-denial among Africans, while elevating foreign cultural
dominance. Nevertheless, he highlighted the opportunity to
share distinct African values, like communal living and
reverence for human life, with the global community. Using a
historical approach, he recommended preserving African
traditions and encouraging self-acceptance in the face of
globalization’s pressures23!.

Nweke explored the interplay between African culture and
values, Christianity, and modern Nigerian society. He pointed
out that ATR embodies values such as communal living, respect
for elders, and the sacredness of life, values that are
increasingly being lost in contemporary Nigeria. In this article,
he criticized early Western missionaries for devaluing African
traditions, misrepresenting the people, and overlooking the
possibility of harmonizing African culture with Christian
teachings. He urged Nigerians to return to foundational African
values as a basis for moral and societal renewal. The study

230 1.0. Nweke, “The Publicity of African Traditional Religion and Its
Relevance to Nation-Building in Nigeria,” SIST Journal of Religion and
the Humanities 4, no. 1 (2024), 85-86; accessed November 7, 2025,
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231 1.0. Nweke, “The Effect of Globalisation on African Traditional Religious
Rituals,” Port Harcourt Journal of History & Diplomatic Studies 6, no. 3
(2019), 306-307; accessed November 7, 2025,
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underscored the importance of enculturating Christianity to
reflect and respect African cultural identity232.

Findings

The empirical data gathered from the three case study
communities, Ilé-Ifé¢ (Yoruba, South-West), Nri (Igbo, South-
East), and Bori (Ogoni, Niger Delta) revealed a consistent and
powerful pattern: African Traditional Religion (ATR) is a deeply
embedded, active, and adaptive force that plays a crucial role
in driving social transformation at the local level. The findings,
organized thematically, provide concrete evidence of how ATR’s
principles are translated into social practice.

1. ATR as a System of Ethical Governance and Accountability.
Across all three communities, the most striking finding was the
role of ATR in creating a parallel, and often more trusted,
system of ethical governance that holds leaders accountable. In
[1é-Ife, the Ogboni society, a traditional secret society with deep
religious roots, continues to function as a powerful check on
the authority of the Ooni (the paramount ruler) and other
chiefs. While its public political role has been curtailed by the
modern state, its private, spiritual function remains potent.
Community members reported that the Ogboni elders can
summon a chief who is suspected of corruption or abuse of
power to appear before them. The chief is required to swear a
solemn oath of innocence before the earth deity. The fear of the
spiritual consequences of a false oath, the belief that it would
bring a mysterious, incurable illness or the death of his
children, was seen as a powerful deterrent against malfeasance.

In Nri, the situation is even more profound. Nri is the spiritual
heartland of the Igbo, and its Eze Nri is not a political king but
a ritual and spiritual leader whose authority is derived entirely

232 1.0. Nweke, “African Culture and Its Values, a Foundation to the
Contemporary Values in Nigerian Society: Christianity as a Pointer,”
Sapientia Global Journal of Arts, Humanities and Development Studies
(SGOJAHDS) 5, no. 1 (March 2022): 237-245.
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from his connection to the earth goddess, Ala. The Eze Nri’s
primary role is to cleanse the land of abominations (nso-ala)
acts that violate the moral and spiritual order, such as murder,
incest, or the desecration of sacred spaces. The research found
that the Eze Nri’s court is still a primary destination for
individuals and families seeking to resolve deep-seated conflicts
or to atone for serious moral transgressions. The process
involves a series of rituals and the payment of symbolic fines to
the earth goddess, which serves to restore the spiritual balance
of the community. This system provides a form of restorative
justice that is often more effective and healing than the
punitive, adversarial model of the formal courts. Peace reigns
after undergoing a cleansing ritual with the Eze Nri. The court
gives judgment, but it did not heal people’s hearts; the Eze Nri’s
ritual can.

2. ATR in Conflict Resolution and Social Cohesion. The study
found that ATR provides a rich repertoire of indigenous conflict
resolution mechanisms that are deeply trusted by the
community. In Bori, the Ogoni community, the research
documented a case where a violent conflict between two
extended families over a piece of farmland was on the verge of
escalating into a full-blown communal war. The formal police
and local government officials had failed to mediate. The conflict
was finally resolved when the families agreed to appear before
the council of traditional priests (Werekpe) of the community’s
major deities. The priests did not simply arbitrate; they
performed a ritual of reconciliation that involved the sacrifice of
a white ram, the sharing of kola nuts, and the swearing of a
binding oath of peace before the ancestors. The spiritual weight
of this ritual, the participants reported, created a bond of peace
that a mere legal settlement could not. They are tied together
by the blood of the ram and the word of our ancestors. To break
this peace is to invite their curse. This finding underscores that
ATR’s conflict resolution is not just about finding a solution but
about restoring the spiritual and social fabric of the community.
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3. ATR and Environmental Stewardship in the Niger Delta. The
findings from Bori were particularly illuminating regarding
ATR’s role in environmental activism. The Ogoni people’s
worldview, deeply rooted in ATR, sees the land, water, and air
as sacred gifts from the creator god, Chineke, and the domain
of specific deities. The massive pollution from oil spills is not
just an economic disaster but a profound spiritual crisis, a
desecration that has angered the deities and brought a curse
upon the land. This belief is the bedrock of the community’s
resistance. The research found that the Movement for the
Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) and other local groups
consistently frame their struggle in these spiritual terms.
Community meetings to discuss oil spills always begin with
libations to the earth and water deities. Clean-up efforts are
often accompanied by rituals of appeasement. This spiritual
framing has been a powerful tool for mobilizing the entire
community, including women and youth, and for sustaining
their resistance over decades. This demonstrates that ATR
provides not just an ethical imperative for environmental
protection but also a resilient cultural and spiritual
infrastructure for collective action.

4. Adaptation and Negotiation in a Pluralistic Society. The study
also revealed the remarkable ways in which ATR is adapting to
the pressures of modernity and religious pluralism. In Ilé-Ife,
the festival of Osun, the river goddess, has been transformed
from a purely local ritual into a major international cultural
event, attracting tourists and diaspora Yoruba from around the
world. This has not diluted its religious significance but has, in
fact, revitalized it, providing a new source of income for the
community and a powerful platform for the public assertion of
Yoruba religious identity. In Nri, while many of the younger
generation are Christians, they still participate in key ancestral
rituals, especially during funerals and the annual Iwa Ji (New
Yam) festival. They see no contradiction, viewing their Christian
faith as a personal relationship with God and their participation
in ancestral rites as a fulfilment of their filial and communal
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duties. This pragmatic syncretism allows ATR to maintain its
social relevance even as the religious landscape shifts.

The findings paint a clear picture: ATR is a living, breathing
social system that is actively engaged in the project of social
transformation in contemporary Nigeria. It provides a
functional system of ethical governance, a trusted mechanism
for conflict resolution, a powerful framework for environmental
activism, and a resilient cultural identity that is constantly
being negotiated and adapted. Its power lies not in its
opposition to modernity but in its ability to engage with it on its
own terms, using its deep-rooted principles to address the very
real challenges of the 21st century.

Recommendations

Recommendations for Harnessing the Transformative Power of
African Traditional Religion (ATR) in Nigeria. Drawing on socio-
religious analysis, the following actionable recommendations
are proposed to empower stakeholders to integrate ATR
meaningfully into Nigerian society.

1. For the Nigerian Government and Policymakers

The Nigerian government should formally recognize ATR as a
legitimate religion, ensuring equal legal protection for its
adherents. This includes amending the Marriage Act to validate
traditional marriages and granting ATR communities the same
rights to establish places of worship, register organizations,
and receive state support, ending the current legal ambiguity
and systemic discrimination.

State and local governments should institutionalize the role of
traditional rulers and ATR institutions in governance,
particularly in conflict resolution and community development.
Creating advisory councils that include leaders from ATR,
Christianity, and Islam can formalize successful models like
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the Ogboni in Ilé-Ifé and the Eze Nri in Anambra, fostering
inclusive decision-making.

Environmental strategies, especially in the Niger Delta, should
incorporate ATR perspectives. Impact assessments and clean-
up efforts must go beyond technical solutions to include
spiritual and cultural rituals led by traditional priests and
community elders. This approach respects indigenous beliefs
and enhances community buy-in for long-term sustainability.

2. For the Educational Sector

Nigeria’s national curriculum should be revised to include ATR
as a vital part of the country’s cultural and religious heritage.
Education should move beyond token mentions of festivals to a
deeper exploration of ATR’s ethical systems, environmental
philosophy, and social structures, instilling pride and identity
in students.

Universities and research institutions should establish centers
dedicated to IKS, with a strong emphasis on ATR. These
centers should promote research, documentation, and
translation of oral traditions, bridging the gap between
indigenous knowledge holders and academia. This will
demonstrate ATR’s relevance to modern disciplines like law,
environmental science, and peacebuilding.

3. For Religious Leaders and Interfaith Bodies

Bodies like the Nigerian Inter-Religious Council (NIREC) must
include ATR representatives in peacebuilding and ethical
dialogues. Moving beyond the Christian-Muslim binary, ATR
voices can contribute indigenous perspectives on justice, truth,
and communal responsibility—strengthening national unity
through shared values.

Christian and Muslim leaders should actively counter the
marginalization of ATR by promoting respect for religious
diversity. Through sermons, teachings, and public statements,
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they can highlight ATR’s ethical contributions and foster a
culture of tolerance and inclusion.

4. For ATR Practitioners and Communities

ATR communities should focus on the systematic recording of
their beliefs, rituals, and oral histories. This will provide a solid
foundation for legal advocacy and help dispel myths and
misinformation. Forming organized advocacy groups at the
national and state levels will amplify their voice in policy and
public discourse.

To engage younger generations and reshape public perception,
ATR communities should adopt digital platforms, websites,
social media, and podcasts to articulate their beliefs in
accessible, intellectually engaging formats. This will showcase
ATR’s relevance to contemporary life and its alignment with
progressive values.

These recommendations are not a nostalgic call to the past, but
a forward-looking strategy for building a more inclusive, just,
and culturally grounded Nigeria. By embracing the wisdom
embedded in ATR, the nation can unlock new pathways to
prosperity, harmony, and self-understanding.

Contribution to Knowledge

This study makes several significant and original contributions
to the existing body of knowledge on religion, society, and
development in Africa.

First, it provides a robust empirical foundation for the claim
that African Traditional Religion (ATR) is a driver of social
transformation in contemporary Nigeria. While previous
scholars have theorized about ATR’s potential or documented
its historical role, this research offers concrete, evidence-based
case studies from three distinct geopolitical and ethnic
contexts. By using qualitative methods like in-depth interviews
and participant observation, it moves beyond abstract
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assertions to show how ATR’s institutions (like the Ogboni and
the Eze Nri’s court) and practices (like oath-taking and
ancestral rituals) function as active mechanisms for ethical
governance, conflict resolution, and environmental stewardship
in the 21st century. This empirical grounding fills a critical gap
in the literature and provides a solid basis for future research
and policy engagement.

Second, the study advances a dynamic and functional model of
ATR. It challenges the persistent academic and popular view of
ATR as a static, pre-modern, or purely private belief system.
Instead, it demonstrates ATR’s remarkable capacity for
adaptation, negotiation, and public engagement in a complex,
pluralistic, and modern society. The findings on the
transformation of the Osun festival into a global event and the
pragmatic syncretism of young Igbo Christians who still honor
their ancestors illustrate that ATR is not a relic but a living,
evolving tradition that is actively shaping its own future. This
model provides a more accurate and nuanced understanding of
indigenous religions in the modern world.

Third, the research makes a theoretical contribution to the
discourse on social transformation. It argues that social
transformation in an African context cannot be fully understood
or achieved through imported, secular, or purely technocratic
models. It must be rooted in the indigenous cultural and ethical
frameworks that give meaning to people’s lives. By centering
ATR’s holistic worldview, its emphasis on community, its
integration of the spiritual and the social, and its deep
ecological consciousness, this study offers an alternative
paradigm for thinking about development, justice, and
sustainability. It shows that the “solutions” to Nigeria’s crises
may lie not in looking outward for foreign models but in looking
inward to its own rich heritage.

Fourth, the study contributes to the project of epistemic
decolonization. By taking ATR seriously as a source of
knowledge and social organization, it challenges the epistemic
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hierarchy that has privileged Western and Abrahamic
knowledge systems. It validates the intellectual and moral
sophistication of African indigenous thought and demonstrates
its capacity to generate practical, contextually relevant
solutions to contemporary problems. In doing so, it affirms the
agency of African communities and their right to define their
own path to a transformed future.

Finally, the study provides a practical framework for policy and
interfaith engagement. The specific recommendations derived
from the findings offer a roadmap for how ATR can be
constructively integrated into national life, not as a museum
piece, but as a living partner in the project of building a more
just, cohesive, and sustainable Nigeria. This practical
contribution bridges the gap between academic research and
real-world application, making the study relevant not just to
scholars but to a wide range of societal actors.

Contribution to Knowledge

This study makes several original and impactful contributions
to the understanding of religion, society, and development in
Africa:

Empirical validation of ATR’s social role through qualitative
methods and case studies across diverse Nigerian contexts, the
research provides concrete evidence that African Traditional
Religion (ATR) actively fosters ethical governance, conflict
resolution, and environmental stewardship, moving beyond
theoretical speculation to practical demonstration. For a
Dynamic Model of ATR, the study challenges outdated views of
ATR as static or archaic, revealing its adaptability and relevance
in modern society. Examples like the global evolution of the
Osun festival and the syncretic practices of young Igbo
Christians highlight ATR as a living, evolving tradition. On
theoretical Advancement in Social Transformation, it proposes
that meaningful development in Africa must be rooted in
indigenous cultural and ethical systems. ATR’s holistic
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worldview, integrating spiritual, social, and ecological
dimensions, offers a compelling alternative to imported
technocratic models.

Epistemic decolonization by elevating ATR as a legitimate
source of knowledge and social organization, the study
challenges Western-dominated epistemologies and affirms the
intellectual agency of African communities in shaping their own
futures. For policy and interfaith relevance, the research
bridges theory and practice, offering actionable
recommendations for integrating ATR into governance,
education, and interfaith dialogue, positioning it as a vital
partner in building a more inclusive and sustainable Nigeria.

Conclusion and Future Research Directions

This study affirms ATR as a vibrant and transformative force in
contemporary Nigeria. Its principles, communalism, moral
accountability, and ecological reverence, offer timely solutions
to the challenges of corruption, social fragmentation, and
environmental degradation. To fully harness ATR’s potential,
Nigeria must shift from marginalization to meaningful
inclusion, recognising ATR as a source of cultural identity and
ethical wisdom. The study’s recommendations provide a
practical roadmap for this transition.

This research, while comprehensive, also points to several
fruitful avenues for future inquiry. First, a longitudinal study
could track the evolution of ATR’s role over a longer period,
examining how its institutions and practices adapt to ongoing
social, political, and technological changes. Second, a
comparative study with other African nations, such as Ghana
or South Africa, which have different histories of ATR’s
interaction with the state and other religions, could yield
valuable insights into the broader dynamics of indigenous
religions in the modern African state. Third, future research
could conduct a more quantitative analysis to measure the
social and economic impact of ATR-led initiatives, for example,
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by comparing the success rates of community development
projects that incorporate traditional institutions versus those
that do not. Finally, a deeper exploration of the role of women
in ATR, who are often the primary custodians of many rituals
and deities (like the Yoruba river goddess Osun), could shed
light on the gendered dimensions of its transformative power
and its potential for promoting gender equity within a
traditional framework. These future studies will be essential for
building a more complete and nuanced understanding of the
indispensable role that Africa’s indigenous religions play in
shaping its present and its future.
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