


Why scholars today disagree with the term ‘African Traditional Religion’.


A general definition of religion does not exist (Bonsu, N.O, 2016, p. 109). Religion is thought to address spiritual impulses and non-material ideals, which is why this is the case (Bonsu, N.O, 2016, p. 109). Thus, according to some definitions, religion is a person's spiritual and emotional feelings, actions, and experiences in their own company, to the extent that they see themselves to be in relation to anything they may regard as divine (Bonsu, N.O, 2016, p. 109). African religions can be divided into three categories: Islam, Christianity, and Traditional Religions (Parrinder, G. 1969, p. 8). What past authors referred to as "fetishism," "animism," or "polytheism" are referred to as "traditional religions" (Parrinder, G. 1969, p. 8). ‘Myths’ is not typically used by people to describe their own beliefs and stories (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 6). According to Olupona, ‘Myths’ is used to described a worldview of sacred people and provide an insight into the people’s customs and traditions surrounding religion (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 6). This essay will highlight from three scholars; Cox, Olupona and Sannah, who speak about the term African traditional religion. 

Africans are known to be very religious, and it feeds into all aspects of life (Bonsu, N.O, 2016, p. 109). The term ‘African traditional religions’ refers to the indigenous religious beliefs and practices of Africans (Bonsu, N.O, 2016, p. 109).

Cox reflects on the impact of the missionaries and the specific terms used. When Missionaries came to Africa they asked the question on “who created you?”. However, terms of ‘creation’ and ‘create’ are not terms in the local language and so the question is rendered to mean “who moulded you?” (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 1). Cox's primary area of interest is the language of autonomous Christian churches in Africa. For instance, ‘Mwari’, which is sometimes referred to as "High-God," is the name for God (Cox. J.L, 1998, p. 63). African religions are misunderstood mostly due to early writers and these misconceptions still exist (Parrinder. G, 1962, p, 13). “Fetishism” is the term used as a rough description of religions in Africa (Parrinder. G, 1962, p, 15). The picture presented here is unjust and out of date (Parrinder, G, 1962, p. 15). This change of language within independent African Christian churches shows the change in attitudes within Africa and the attempt to bring religion in Africa to a more relatable religion for Africans. The concept of ‘Mwari’ has moved from only being used in churches in Africa but in academic writing (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 68). The term ‘Mwari’ is no different that the terms used for God such as Allah, God the father of Jesus Christ, Brahman Atman, Yahweh and others (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 68). The term is frequently used in the school curriculum in Zimbabwe (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 68). The meaning of ‘Mwari’ has changed from the traditional idea of ‘Mwari’ being fertility to ‘Mwari the creator God’ (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 75). 

Finding the Christian God in African culture should not be the aim of research, according to P'Bitek, but rather comprehending African religions (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 2). According to Cox, the term "invention" is deemed derogatory when used in reference to Indigenous people (Cox, J.L, 2014, p. 3). Cox claims that because Indigenous African beliefs, rituals, and social practices are more closely tied to ancestors, they place a higher value on familial ties (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 4). When scholars of African religions describe African deities as eternal, omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient, etc., P'Bitek thought that this implied that African deities had the same qualities as the Christian God, while Cox thought this was incorrect (Cox, J.L, 2014, p. 1). Another continent that shows a similar example of religion is Australia, both ‘indigenous religions’ show deep connections with the ancestors (Cox, J.L, 2014, p. 4). By understanding that this issue of ‘indigenous’ religion and colonialism is not just exclusively African presents the idea that there is a global movement towards modifying Christianity to incorporate and respect the ‘indigenous’ traditions. 

Cox reflects on how western worldview was put onto ‘African traditional religions’ by the questions asked (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 1). Missionaries used terms that were not within the mythology of ‘African traditional religions’ and therefore miscommunication brought about a change in western view of the religions in Africa (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 1). Cox observes that academics such as p'Bitik draw the conclusion that when African religious researchers characterise African deities as omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient, eternal, etc., they imply that these characteristics are the same as those of the Christian God (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 1). He considers this to be ludicrous and deceptive, nonetheless (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 1). The conclusion is that the attributes of the Christian God that are enforced into African deities are creations of the students of African religions (Cox. J.L, 2014, p. 1). 

Therefore, what is understood about African religions is misinterpreted and therefore meaning is lost. The term ‘African traditional religion’, therefore, cannot be used as the meaning and influence of those religions and way of life is not fully understood. It also brings into question if the term itself westernises the ‘African religions’ and takes away the meaning. There is a return of African traditional terms being used within Christianity and this creates the independence for Africa from colonial Christianity.

When discussing African traditional religions, Olupona claims that the term ‘religion’ has a problem (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 1). The issue arises when one does not understand what "religion" is and how it works (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 1). This idea of the term ‘religion’ is important when understanding African traditional religions as the understanding of religions in Africa cannot be understood. The term religion is going to be different for African traditional religion than the western idea of religion. African traditional religion and the state are inextricably linked since ‘religious belief’ permeates every part of existence (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 2). Religious beliefs frequently attribute supernatural origins to norms of conduct, claiming that spirits, gods, and ancestors are the source of them (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 3). Unlike than western religions, ‘African traditional religion’ are greatly influenced by spirits, gods and ancestors (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 3). The understanding of traditional religions in Africa is not through written text but mainly relies on oral traditions (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 5). The sacred traditions are not fixed but rather get reinterpreted due to the oral tradition (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 5). The word "ìtàn," for instance, is derived from the Yoruba word "tàn," which means "to spread" (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 5). Legends, mythology, history, and folktales are all referred to by this phrase (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 5). 

It is evident that traditional religions in Africa are regularly modified and upheld by the community in response to the needs and experiences of its members. (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 5). Religion is also reflected in how people relate to wild and natural places like "the bush" (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 5). It is believed that "the bush" is a region where strong occult spirits reside and are accessible (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 5). As such, they are perfect locations for rituals (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 5). The dilemma of whether African spiritual beliefs may be classified as a "religion" or if they are misinterpreted due to historical Western perspectives is brought up by this knowledge of African culture. Festivals are a vital part of maintaining the legacy of the community as well as honouring the ancestors (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 71).

Olupona claims that the phrase indicates that stories are narratives that propagate, implying that stories are passed down orally (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 5). The idea of Myth’s in African societies that show the diverse motifs, meanings and functions of Oral traditions (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 6). In Africa, the concept of sacred power is generally understood as a neutral energy that can be employed for both good and evil (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 55). The connections between people, their ancestors, God, and other deities are strengthened by such occurrences (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 56). According to Olupona, they serve as channels of communication between spirits and people (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 56). The ability of supernatural creatures to bestow longevity, children, and sustenance on people and the community is primarily made possible by rituals (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 56). 

According to Olupona, there is a number of works that do not take seriously or interpret the African experience when it comes to religion or spirituality (Olupona, J.K, 2011, p. 1). Terms and meaning have been misinterpreted by western worldviews (Olupona, J.K, 2011, p. 1). The ‘indigenous’ religions of Africa have been ‘onslaught’ by Islamic and Christian evangelism (Olupona, J.K, 2011, p. 5). The idea of Ancestors amongst Africans is a vital part of their belief (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 56). Puberty is an example of how African spiritual beliefs is not just a religious aspect but a part of life (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 56).

By looking at Olupona’s writing, it is evident to see that the term ‘African traditional religion’ is not used but rather replaced by ‘indigenous’. The term ‘indigenous’ reflects the historic and spiritual past without defining it as a religion and this is the issue for Olupona who sees the term ‘religion’ as a problem (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 1). Today, the term should not be used as ‘African traditional religions’ develop and change due to oral traditions but core concepts such as ancestors and witchcraft are still used. Therefore the concept of religion should not be used due to the people themselves not recognising it as a religion but as part of life. The relationship between humanity, Ancestors, god and other deities is important to maintain (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 56). Therefore by looking at the term ‘religion’, it is clear that the term needs a specific definition as it clear to see, using Olupona’s understanding of ‘indigenous’ religions, that it is a way of life not the western idea of ‘religion’. 

Despite the fact that Africans played a significant part in the early Christian church, Sanneh feels that Christians have misinterpreted the African faith (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 1). According to Sanneh, the Alexandrian church was the first Christian church to be established (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 6). The church thereafter grew by spreading over North Africa (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 1). Even if Christianity spread and gained sway, as demonstrated at Axum, certain people, including the King, refused to convert (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 5). However, in the nineteenth century, attitudes shifted, and people became more aware of religions like the Yoruba (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 168). By reflecting the ideas of Sanneh, it is clear to see that there is a return to traditional religions and coming away from colonial religions. It is only in recent history that christian missionaries saw Africans as not being partners (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 169). Colonial influence has shifted the attitudes of ‘indigenous’ religions in Africa. Despite the early church being established in Africa, the Christian evangelists in the nineteenth century have change Christian churches and the significance. 

Henry Venn attempted to establish an independent native African church but was stopped by CMS in the late 1800s (Sanneh. L, 1983, Pp. 170-171). It wouldn’t be until the 1950s before Venn’s image of an independent native African church would be made a reality (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 173). Despite the separation from European Christianity, there was a sudden increase in American missionaries (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 174). However, Africans did not want to go back to the times of Christian control that they experienced in the past (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 174). Africans stated that if churches became under missionary control then they would live (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 174). The defiance from the Africans show the change in attitude from the acceptance of Christian churches to a need of independent native churches (Sanneh. L, 1983, Pp. 169-174). This defiance is clear evidence of a need for a change in African churches. This argument established by Sanneh suggests that the term ‘African traditional religions’ is not relevant today. The influence of Christian churches is not a colonial idea as African is influential in establishing the first early church in Egypt with the Alexandria church (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 1). African churches were a response to missionary racial concepts (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 175). 

In 1863 and 1875, due to the civil war and funds being stopped it lead to the collapse of American Missionaries in Africa however when they returned Africa was less than complacent in returning to being under the American missionary leadership (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 174). In 1890, Dr Blyden preached in Lagos about African independent churches (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 174). This lead to the establishment of the West African Church in 1891 (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 175). However this soon failed due to political challenge (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 175). It was seen as the West African Church was a racial response to the racial missionaries attitudes (Sanneh. L, 1983, p. 175). The importance of this shows the religious battle within Africa. The acts of Christian Missionaries brought about internal religious impact within Africa. The term ‘African traditional religion’ today seems to be questionable. This is because, in the late 1800s, we have evidence of internal religious struggles that Africa is experiencing in finding their spiritual beliefs independent from Missionary churches. As stated by Bonsu, there are attempts to employ racial terms such "savagism, juju, fetishism, animism, magic, paganism, heathenism, and ancestral worship” (Bonsu, N.O, 2016, p. 109). This can be interpreted as a return to the racial missionary views mentioned by Sanneh (Sanneh, 1983, p. 169). 

The concept of ‘African traditional religions’ is therefore irrelevant because, according to historical evidence, Christianity originated in Africa. Thus, the question of whether Christianity is now considered an ‘African traditional religion’ arises. Sannah's observations raise issues regarding the categorisation of ‘African traditional religions’ and the types of religions that fall within this category. ‘African traditional religions’ today reflect Christianity and Islam as historically Islam has had significance in Africa and Christianity holds its origins in Africa. Therefore, according to the historical significance observed by Sanneh, it is clear to see that Christianity should be defined as ‘African traditional religions’.

The Yoruba is an example of the influence made on ‘African traditional religions’ by other western religions and Islam. In 1820s, the Yoruba religion was known as the old order of Yorubaland and this order came apart (Peel. J.P.Y, 2003, p. 27). This was due to the decline of the ‘long-dominant regional’ power of Oyo, and this came with the destruction of smaller old communities (Peel. J.P.Y, 2003, p. 27). Oyo was the largest and best-known Yoruba ‘empire’ (Agiri. B.A, 1975, p. 1).

Christianity became an entirely new addition to the Yoruba religion when it was introduced during the 1840s (Peel. J.P.Y, 2003, p. 187). However, there is evidence within the Yoruba of Islamic influence (Peel. J.P.Y, 2003, p. 187). Thus, there are two main religions in Yorubaland due to the presence of Islam and Christianity (Peel. J.P.Y, 2003, p. 187). While the ancient Yoruba were devout to the gods, this has changed as a result of political divisions among the Yoruba people, who can be separated into sub-cultures (Olupona, J.K, 2011, p. 2). Understanding both the perspectives of the "insider" and the “outsider" is central to the Yoruba concept of worldview (Olupona, J.K., 2011, p. 2). But in order to prevent the oral traditions from being lost, they must be recorded right away (Olupona, J.K., 2011, p. 5). Today, there is evidence that multiple religions are merging to create new ones; for example, the "Òrìşà-Voodoo" is a combination of the Ewe-Fon and Yorùbá faiths (Olupona, J.K, 2014, p. 108). The location of this specific theological fusion is a village in Beaufort County, South Carolina (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 108). There are places that still teach traditional African practices that are still seen as important in the modern world (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 108). These ‘workshops’ are available to everyone no matter gender, race or ethnicity (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 109). These workshops were known as ‘African-Shamanism’ (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 109). African immigration to America brought about the revival of many ‘African religions’ (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 112). By looking as cases such as Yoruba it is clear to see that there is an argument that the term ‘African traditional religions’ cannot be used as some religions in Africa have dwindled and flourished in America. The example of this is seen with the Village in Beaufort County, South Carolina (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 108-109). In African Pentecostal churches there is a rise in women taking on the role as head pastors and this brings influence into global politics (Olupona, J.K., 2014, p. 115). 

In conclusion, because of the cultural and theological shifts that have occurred over time, the term ‘African traditional religions’ is a problem when it comes to the definition. The Yoruba people serve as an illustration of this, as does the impact of Islam and Christianity. Islamic and Christian evangelicals have created an ‘onslaught’ on ‘indigenous’ religions and therefore idea of ‘African traditional religions’ is not a term that should be used due to Africa reclaiming Christian churches as independent and modifying them for example the use of the term "Mwali" which means ‘High-God’. This brings the understanding that Christianity in Africa is being blended in with African culture and acceptance of ‘indigenous’ African belief. This is a change from the attitude of nineteenth century and an embrace into ‘African traditional religions’. Therefore, the notion of ‘African traditional religion’ and its applicability in the modern world were thus called into question. Additionally, as a result of globalisation, "African traditional religions" have frequently undergone modifications and changes as a result of religious revivals in America. In conclusion of the points made it can be made clear that the term ‘African traditional religion’ is a racial attitude used my missionaries. These Christian missionaries fail to recognise that Christianity holds its origins in Africa and only place the term to encourage racial terms as observed by Bonsu.
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