Discuss why scholars today disagree with the term African Traditional Religion (ATR). Refer to at least three scholars and illustrate your argumentation with one indigenous religion in sub-Saharan Africa today.
The term ‘African Traditional Religion’ (ATR) has long been employed as a broad academic label for the diverse spiritual and religious beliefs practiced by indigenous African communities, particularly before the widespread influence of major world religions, such as Christianity and Islam (Alifa, 2023, p. 81). Initially, the term served as a useful scholarly category, providing a framework to study and compare religious systems across the African continent. John S. Mbiti, one of the early influential figures in African religious studies, helped to solidify ATR as a category by emphasising the uniformity of African religious practices (Şahin, 2024, p. 396). However, in recent years, the term has become the subject of intense academic debate, with scholars questioning its accuracy and relevance, arguing that the continued use of ATR fails to capture the rich diversity and complexity of African religious life and instead oversimplifies these beliefs into a monolithic category (Şahin, 2024, p. 409). 
At the heart of the critique lies a broader concern regarding how knowledge about Africa and its indigenous cultures has been historically constructed. The concept of ATR was deeply embedded in ideological frameworks that sought to determine African societies based on ‘collections of random observations and superficial opinions’, intended to align with the Western worldview (Alolo, 2007, p. 4). This distinction often painted African spiritual practices as ‘primitive’ or ‘inferior’ in comparison to the ‘modernity’ associated with Christianity and Islam (Grillo, et al., 2019, p. 17). By labelling indigenous African religions as ‘traditional,’ the term suggests that they are fixed in the past, inherently primitive, and resistant to change, reinforcing colonial hierarchies that place African religiosity outside the realm of ‘world religions’ (Alolo, 2007, p. 5 ). 
In response, contemporary scholars have called for a more contextualised and historically grounded approach to studying indigenous African religions, one that recognises their dynamic nature and agency in the face of historical, cultural, and external influences (Crawford, et al., 2021, p. 22). Central to this shift are the contributions of Jacob K. Olupona and James L. Cox, who critique ATR as conceptually inadequate and shaped by Eurocentric assumptions. Olupona highlights the internal diversity and evolving nature of African religious systems (Olupọna, 2014, p. xxiv), while Cox further questions the applicability of ‘religion’ as a Western category imposed on African worldviews (Cox, 2007, p. 3). 
The purpose of this essay is to explore and examine why the term ATR is increasingly viewed as problematic, drawing primarily upon the contributions of John S. Mbiti, Jacob K. Olupona, and James L. Cox. To illustrate their arguments, the essay will focus on the Yorùbá religion, one of the most vibrant, sophisticated and globally influential indigenous traditions in sub-Saharan Africa (Olupọna, 1993, p. 241). Through this case study, the essay will demonstrate how ATR obscures complexity, reinforces colonial narratives, and fails to capture African religiosity’s rich plurality and adaptability. 
Before critically examining the usage and limitations of the term ATR, it is essential to first consider the historical and intellectual contexts in which the concept emerged. Before the colonial period, Africa was characterised by a vast array of spiritual systems, deeply rooted in local cultures and intimately woven into every aspect of life (Grillo, et al., 2019, p. 17). These systems were not simply ‘religions’, as perceived by the Western world, but rather, living cosmologies and worldviews for understanding existence, community, nature, and the divine. They were dynamic, context-dependent and responsive to particular communities’ ecological, social and historical realities (Baum, 2024, p. 3). Among these was the Yorùbá religious tradition, whose complex cosmology, vibrant ritual life, and flexible structure exemplify indigenous African spirituality’s richness and internal variety (Olupọna, 1993, p. 241). 
Precolonial Africa comprised religious practices that were deeply integrated into daily life. They guided agricultural practices, legitimised political authority, informed legal systems, and shaped interpersonal relationships (Grillo, et al., 2019, p. 19). These belief systems were not confined to sacred spaces or written scripture, but were enacted through oral traditions, ritual, music, dance, storytelling, and performance (Baum, 2024, p. 3). In Yorùbá communities, for example, religious life was, and continues to be, deeply embedded in the moral and social fabric. The worship of òrìṣà, divine intermediaries between humans and the supreme deity Olódùmarè, is not only spiritual but also practical, shaping ethical norms, healing practices, and systems of justice (Olupọna, 1993, p. 243). 
However, the encounter with European colonialism dramatically disrupted how African spiritual systems were perceived and represented. The colonial period played a pivotal role in shaping how the outside world perceived African societies and their religious practices (Baum, 2024, p. 5). As European powers expanded their reach, they imposed political, economic, and cultural systems on African communities, often with the intent of remoulding indigenous societies in the image of the West (Parrinder, 1962, p. 13). Within this broader civilising mission, African religious life was reframed through a colonial lens. Missionaries, colonial officials, and early anthropologists constructed narratives that depicted African belief systems as irrational and inferior, serving to justify Eurocentric ideologies of African cultural and spiritual deficiency, with greater emphasis on the ‘higher religions’ (Parrinder, 1962, p. 17). Terms like ‘fetishism’ were frequently used to describe the veneration of sacred objects, reducing complex theological systems to irrational idol worship and reinforcing the idea that African spirituality lacked sophistication or legitimacy (Parrinder, 1962, p. 15). 
Missionaries played a key role in constructing these colonial narratives, often portraying indigenous religions as demonic, outdated, and obstructive to Christian salvation and European modernity (Grillo, et al., 2019, p. 18). In doing so, they positioned African belief systems as obstacles to be overcome in the name of progress and divine truth. Early anthropologists positioned African spiritual systems as the lowest of a presumed religious hierarchy, depicted as being less evolved and ‘primitive’, to the supposedly superior, more advanced and ‘modern’ faiths of Christianity and Islam (Grillo, et al., 2019, p. 17). 
With the consolidation of European colonial rule, the academic study of African religions began to take shape within Western institutions, often shaped more by imperial ideologies than by African voices or internal perspectives (Şahin, 2024, p. 398). Scholars attempted to classify and categorise African religious beliefs in ways that aligned with Western epistemologies. It was in this context that the term ATR emerged as a broad, umbrella label, used to describe the diverse religious practices found across the African continent before the spread of Christianity and Islam. However, this academic framing often ignored regional diversity, theological nuance, and the spiritual dynamism visible in traditions such as the Yorùbá religion (Olupọna, 1993, p. 241). 
By the late nineteenth century, ATR had gained prominence among both religious scholars and academic institutions, attempting to systematise and organise African religions under one overarching framework (Baum, 2024, p. 5). Though intended to legitimise African religions as a subject of serious study, the term remained entangled in colonial assumptions. It reinforced the idea that African religions were ‘traditional’, often viewed as being static and unchanging, thus contrasting them with the universal, dynamic and modern traits associated with Christianity and Islam (Baum, 2024, p. 1). While ATR offered a scholarly framework for recognising African spirituality, it also continued to reflect, and in many ways perpetuate, the hierarchies of knowledge established during colonialism. 
The emergence of the term ATR in the colonial and post-colonial periods marked an important shift in the academic study of indigenous African spiritual practices. Initially, ATR appeared to provide a useful framework to classify and understand the diverse religious systems across the continent. However, as this concept gained wider academic acceptance, it became evident that it failed to encapsulate the complexity and diversity of African spirituality. A fundamental figure in the development of ATR was John S. Mbiti, whose scholarly contributions, particularly his influential book ‘African Religions and Philosophy’ (1990), helped shape much of the early discourse on African religions. 
Mbiti was a Kenyan-born philosopher and theologian, among the first African scholars to systematically study and articulate the religious beliefs of African societies from an insider’s perspective. Mbiti’s approach to African religions was groundbreaking, as it sought to examine these belief systems not from the viewpoint of colonial or missionary narratives but from within the cultural context of African peoples themselves. This insider perspective was pivotal in shifting the study of African religion away from Western theological frameworks and towards a more authentic and nuanced understanding. As one of the earliest scholars to analyse African religious systems comprehensively, Mbiti’s work offers profound insights into the interconnectedness of religion and philosophy in African life, showing how religious beliefs are woven into the very fabric of daily existence (Mbiti, 1990, p. 1). 
A central theme emphasised throughout Mbiti’s work is the commonality that exists across African religious traditions, despite the continent’s incredible cultural diversity. Mbiti argues that while African religions are not monolithic, there are fundamental similarities that cut across various traditions. These include the belief in a supreme being, reverence for ancestors, and the interconnectedness of the spiritual and material realms (Mbiti, 1990, p. 7). Such features reflect a shared worldview in which spiritual and everyday life are not seen as separate spheres but as deeply intertwined. Mbiti’s assertion that ‘Africans are notoriously religious’ (Mbiti, 1990, p. 1) emphasises the idea that religion is not an isolated or separate ideology in Africa but rather a foundational, integrated and all-encompassing aspect of existence. A clear example of this integration can be seen in the Yorùbá religion, where the belief in a supreme being, Olódùmarè, and the veneration of òrìṣà reflect the interconnectedness between the spiritual and the material realms. The practice of ancestor worship further highlights the communal and intergenerational aspects of African spirituality, illustrating that religion, in Yorùbá society, is a lived, relational experience, reflecting many of the key structures Mbiti identified as central to ATR (Olupọna, 1993, p. 7).
Moreover, Mbiti argued that the study of African religions is inseparable from the study of African identities and worldviews, which is why he emphasised the importance of examining African religions not just in isolation but as part of the broader cultural, social, and philosophical life of African peoples. Religion, for Mbiti, is not merely a collection of beliefs but a lens through which Africans understand themselves and their place in the world. As he writes, the study of African religions is, in essence, the ‘study of the peoples themselves’ (Mbiti, 1990, p. 1). This statement captures the depth of Mbiti’s perspective, that religious beliefs and practices are inextricably linked to the broader context of African philosophy, culture, and social structures, making the study of religion a holistic study of the people it serves.
However, while John Mbiti’s work remains foundational in offering a unified perspective on African religions, later scholars such as Jacob K. Olupọna have critiqued both the theoretical foundations and methodological assumptions of Mbiti’s framework. In his famous masterpiece, ‘African Religions: A Very Short Introduction’ (2014), Olupọna, a leading voice in African religious studies, challenges the essentialising tendencies in Mbiti’s model, particularly its reliance on generalisations and static notions of tradition (Olupọna, 2014, p. 3). Olupọna argues that the concept of ATR obscures the complexity and internal diversity of African spiritual systems by presenting them as homogenous (Olupọna, 2014, p. 2). For Olupọna, ATR are not a single, monolithic system but a multiplicity of distinct traditions shaped by differing historical, linguistic, cultural, and ecological contexts. In this regard, Olupona urges that ‘African religions’ are spoken of in the plural, recognising the localised and community-specific nature of religious life (Olupọna, 2014, p. 3). This attention to specificity enables one to appreciate the nuanced differences between the cosmologies of the Yorùbá and other ethnic groups in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Additionally, Olupọna further critiques the underlying Eurocentric assumptions embedded in the classification of ATR (Olupọna, 2014, p. 1). Whereas Mbiti sought to align African religions with the formal structures of Christianity and Islam, as a bounded, institutionalised system with codified beliefs and centralised authority, Olupona cautions that such comparisons may distort indigenous worldviews by forcing them into categories alien to their own conceptual frameworks (Olupọna, 2014, p. 105).  For example, many African spiritual systems, including the Yorùbá, do not separate the sacred from the secular; instead, religious practice is embedded in the rhythms of everyday life, guiding ethical behaviour, social relationships, healing practices, and community cohesion (Olupọna, 2014, p. 20). By privileging belief over practice, Mbiti’s approach contributes to an overly theoretical framework detached from lived realities, which Olupona argues distorts the experiential core of African religious life. 
Furthermore, Olupọna challenges the static implications of the term ‘traditional’ in ATR, arguing that it positions African religions as relics of a pre-modern past (Olupọna, 2014, p. 106). According to Olupọna, this view not only misrepresents the adaptive nature of these belief systems but also reinforces colonial narratives of African cultural stagnation. In response, Olupọna draws attention to the adaptability and resilience of African religions, particularly Yorùbá-derived traditions that have not only persisted but have flourished in diasporic forms like Candomblé, Santería, and Vodun (Olupọna, 2014, p. 110). This demonstrates both continuity and innovation, integrating elements from Catholicism, Spiritism, and local contexts while retaining core cosmological structures and ritual practices. For Olupọna, such developments decisively refute the idea that African religions are confined to a precolonial or rural past. Instead, they show that these belief systems are mobile, interactive, and responsive to global dynamics (Olupọna, 2014, p. 110). As a result, Olupona’s critique not only exposes the limitations of Mbiti’s homogenising model but also marks a broader decolonial turn in the study of African religions. Thus, challenging the move beyond essentialist labels like ATR and to engage directly with the lived realities of African communities, recognising their agency, internal diversity, and capacity for religious creativity across space and time (Olupọna, 2014, p. 111).
While Olupọna’s critique challenges the generalising and static assumptions of ATR, it still operates within the broader category of religion as a meaningful lens through which to understand African cosmologies. James L. Cox, however, goes a step further by questioning whether the term ‘religion’ itself is appropriate for describing indigenous African worldviews (Cox, 2007, p. 75). In his groundbreaking book, ‘From Primitive to Indigenous: The Academic Study of Indigenous Religions’ (2007), Cox argues that religion is not a neutral or universal category but a Western invention, shaped by Christian theological assumptions. As such, it carries with it ideological constraints that may be ill-suited to understanding indigenous African religious experiences and practices (Cox, 2007, p. 3). 
Likewise, Cox critiques the imposition of Western frameworks that treat religion as a discrete domain of life, separate from politics, economics, and society. This segregation, he argues, does not reflect the lived experiences of many African communities, where what might appear to be called ‘religion’ is deeply interwoven with kinship, land, ethics, healing, and community rituals (Cox, 2007, p. 78). As a result, the application of the term ATR, grounded in this Western paradigm, distorts African epistemologies by treating them as analogous to institutionalised world religions like Christianity or Islam. According to Cox, religion can only be defined “in terms of concrete, observable socio-cultural activities, which are rooted in historical and political processes” (Cox, 2007, p. 76). Therefore, a more accurate approach is to view indigenous African traditions not through the lens of religion but as cultural systems of knowledge and practice that serve to orient communities within their specific social and cosmological environments (Cox, 2007, p. 76). 
This critique fundamentally challenges the Eurocentric notion that “religion” is a universal category applicable to all societies, emphasising that the term itself was created within a Christian framework that may not be suitable for analysing indigenous African belief systems. In African communities, where religion is not a separate, institutionalised domain but is deeply woven into the fabric of daily life, the term ‘religion’ risks distorting the real nature of these practices. Cox’s critical stance is rooted in his belief that African spiritual systems should not be framed within the Western idea of religion as an isolated category. Rather, African traditions should be understood as comprehensive cultural systems encompassing a range of practices, beliefs, and worldviews that intersect with everyday life, rather than being confined to spiritual or doctrinal elements alone (Cox, 2007, p. 77). In other words, Cox would argue that religious practices are not isolated rituals or dogmas; they are woven into the ethical, social, and legal spheres. For example, the Yorùbá people’s interactions with the divine through mediums like Ifá are about seeking spiritual guidance for understanding personal and societal dilemmas and navigating one’s role within both the social and cosmic orders (Francis & Olojo-Kosoko, 2024, p. 88). In essence, Ifá is more than just a divination tool; it is a foundational system providing wisdom on moral, social and cosmological matters to understanding the universe, human existence, and destiny (Francis & Olojo-Kosoko, 2024, p. 88). This highlights the interconnectedness of the spiritual and material realms in Yorùbá society, where religious practices are integral to daily life.
Ultimately, Cox argues that categorising African spiritual systems under the term ATR risks oversimplifying their complexity and perpetuating a colonial gaze that forces African traditions into a Western framework. Instead, he advocates for a methodological approach grounded in phenomenological sensitivity, where scholars prioritise understanding African traditions on their own terms, through the lived meanings and experiences of individuals themselves (Cox, 2007, p. 169). This involves moving away from abstract classifications and focusing on how ritual, myth, ethics, and cosmology are experienced and transmitted within communities. By challenging both the reductive label of ATR and the broader Western notion of religion, Cox offers a radical critique that calls for scholars to decolonise not only their terminology but also their conceptual frameworks. Thus, calling for a broader rethinking of how indigenous traditions are studied and understood, urging to engage with them free from the constraints of colonial and Western-centric frameworks (Cox, 2007, p. 169).
Reflecting on the critique of the term ‘African Traditional Religion’ (ATR), it is evident that this label, while extensively used to categorise and describe the diverse spiritual practices across Africa, fails to capture the complexity, diversity, and dynamism of these belief systems. Scholars like Jacob K. Olupọna and James L. Cox have critiqued the term for its reductive tendencies, its tendency to homogenise African religions, and its colonial foundations. Though John S. Mbiti’s early contributions were groundbreaking in illuminating African religions and emphasising commonalities across African communities, later scholars have highlighted how this broad categorisation overlooks the vast regional, cultural, and theological differences within African societies. Through the application of the Yorùbá religion, with its intricate pantheon of deities, practices, and ongoing syncretic transformations, this demonstrated how confining these belief systems to a particular label oversimplifies their rich diversity and adaptive nature to modernity. Instead, a more nuanced approach is necessary, one that recognises the fluidity, local specificity, and evolving nature of African spiritual practices. Acknowledging the diversity of African belief systems and their ongoing evolution allows for a more respectful and accurate representation of these religions, rooted in the lived experiences of African communities. The continued exploration of African spirituality in its local contexts will ensure that these rich and varied traditions are better understood and appreciated for their unique contributions to global religious thought.
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