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HUMAN RIGHTS IN AFRICAN INDIGENOUS
RELIGION
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INTRODUCTION

stiqrnatized by outsiders as a 'dark'
by barbarism and savagery. Early
as E. Evans-Pritchards rightly noted
1
were concocted according to a standard "recipe"
greatly con
tributed in creating such an impression. Hence, many of the col
onial governments do not still even today have much difficulty in
absolving themselves from many of their questionable activities
in Africa on the pretext that they were on "a civilising mission".
The same early travellers' accounts "made African religions
appear to be a morass of bizarre beliefs and practlces'V
References to human sacrifices, cannibalism, slavery and taboos
like the killing of twins, litter the pages of their publications. Mis
sionary hagiography rather than help matters continues to blur
the picture even further. By excessively eulogising the
humanitarian activities of expatriate Christian agents, it implicitly
leaves the impression that generally life in traditional African
societies is highly precarious and devalued.
Be that as it may. We do not intend to get bogged down by
wild tales of people whose main interest in Africa was to provide
a catalogue of the curious and who wrote primarily to tickle the
fancy of a credulous audience back home. Such tales, as it is
well known, are largely a product of racial and cultural prejudice.
They are highly exaggerated and distorted.
Traditional Africa is widely

continent that is ruled
travellers' reports which

Our intention is rather to take a holistic view of African in
digenous religion with the aim of finding out to what extent
human life is esteemed, enhanced and protected in traditional
societies. Specifically, we shall be examining traditional African
myths, folktales, beliefs and values to discover the level of con
sciousness there is about certain fundamental rights of people.

Christopher

32

I.

Ejizu

definite institu-·
tions and systems that were evolved to ensure that such rights
were upheld and that life was made meaningful in society. We
shall rely largely on our knowledge of Igbo indigenous religious
culture and society for a greater part of our illustrations.

Finally,

II:

we

shall be interested in

finding

out what

EXPLANATION· OF CONCEPTS

Human rights may be relatively a recent expression. But some
of its central ideas have in one way or another been recognised
in various societies including those of traditional Africa, for a

long

time. As defined

by Osita Eze,

human
on

rights represent demands or claims which individuals or groups make
society, some of which are protected by law and have become part of ex

lata while others remain

aspirations

to be attained in the

He groups such rights under five
social, economic and cultural.'

future.

sub-headings: civil, political,

Chris Nwodo insists that there is more to human rights than
legal status. The human and the moral aspects are
much more fundamental. He maintains that a legitimate claim
to certain rights is based on the concept of the human being as a
"person". Only persons have rights. We do not, strictly speak
ing, talk about the rights of animals, except in so far as they
belong to persons. He rightly concludes that:
the fact of its

the fundamental

assumptions of human rights arguments therefore

rest

by virtue of their
very nature have legal and moral claims that are intrinsic to them.4
upon the fact that human

beings

are

persons who

Traditional Africans clearly recognise the unique nature and
individual personality of human beings. Although their patterns
of social-organisation and political economy prior to the advent
of colonialism might have differed from those of modern
Western society, traditional African people had evolved and liv
ed by legal systems and customs which paid "particular atten
tion to the human being and to all that appertains to him, par

ticularly his rights".5
African indigenous religion refers to the rich corpus of beliefs,
myths, practices, ritual symbols and institutions, which various
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Africafl groups cumvated as a result of their experience of the
mystery .of the universe. These differ from one grOup to another
in accordance with the·varying socio-ecological environments
and historical circumstances. But the underlying outlook, values
and attitudes are very similar indeed.
Religion, as it is widely accepted, is a major factor in human
rights considerations. This is very much the case in the African
traditional background given its pre-eminent position in the
cultural. and socio-political life. African indigenous religion is

clearly "a religion of structure".6 It permeates and pervades
most aspects of life as well as depends on oral rather than
literary sources for its preservation and transmission. We will
therefore, need to examine some of the prominent oral vehicles
in order to grasp the extent of its influence on such issues as the
right to life, to marry and found a family, freedom' of thought,
conscience and religion, equality before the law: the right to

work, to property, to education, etc.
III:

LIFE (NDUIEMI) AS A PRIMARY VALUE

The 'indigenous Igbo word for a human being mmadu or
mma-ndu, translated as lithe beauty of life", appears to sum up
as well as provide a clue to the rich traditional African perception
of the uniqueness of human beings, their life and place in crea
tion. No doubt, the traditional cosmology of the different groups
posits the spirit-world as superior to and more powerful than the
.human-world. However, it is man and his world that are the focal
centre of the traditional African vision of reality. O.U. Kalu
amplifies:

in spite of the remarkable awareness of spiritual forces,
places man et the centre Of the universe. He is a noble,

the African
rational

creature.S
African traditional cosmology is ostensibly this world-affirming
and life-centred. J.S. Mbiti puts it this way; "it is as if God exists
for the sake of them" .8
Various versions of the myth of origin found in different parts
of Africa narrate- that each individual human life proceeds from
the Supreme Being, at times through the intermediary of
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microcosm
interrelating the in
dividual to various aspects of reality both visible and invisible
realms. According to the Nri, Chukwu simply sent down the
first man and his wife, Eri and Namaku, directly from heaven.t
The Bambuti Pygmies of the Central African region depict God
as a skilled Potter who formed man from clay. God made the
body of the first man by kneading, and then covered him with a
skin and poured blood into his lifeless body. Then the first man
breathed and lived.
man as a

with the different constitutive elements

Many groups further distinguish a number of principles mak
ing up the individual person. The Igbo, for example, speak of six
elements namely: Ahu (physical body) onyinvo (shadow), Obi
(heart), Eke (ancestral link), Muo (personality spirit) and Ndu
(life principle) while the Yoruba have about five: Ara (Body) Ojiji
(shadow), Okon (heart), Ori (Personality spirit) and Emi (life prin
ciple).'? These elements are believed to interlink each individual
to the different spheres of reality. The idea of a personal spiritual
double or creative essence known as Chi among the Igbo, lkeji
among the Yoruba and Nuoryin by the Tallensi, is also
widespread in the West African sub-region." Every individual,
man or woman, is believed to have a Chi which is directlv linked
to one's destiny and creation. Commenting on the implication of
this important belief, Chinua Achebe remarks that:
The idea of individualism is sometimes traced to the Christian principle
men and consequently every one of them is

that God created all

presumed worthy in His sight. The Igbo do better than that. They
postulate the concept of every man as both a unique creation and the
work of a unique creator (Chi.) which is as far as individualism and
uniqueness can possibly go.12

No doubt, the sense of community is a strong traditional African
value. But it is not .supposed to contradict or cancel out the in
dividuality of each person. Rather both values complement each
other.
The

right to life, property and basic justice of. the weak, the
helpless and the poor tNw' ogbenye), as well as the orphan
(Nwa enwe nne enwe nna) are upheld and anchored in
religion. The fortunes of this category of people are believed to
be particularly dear to suprasensible beings. And numerous

Human

Rights

in African

35

indigenous Religion

folktales and legends repeatedly ernphazlse the prompt manner
in which spiritual beings intervene on the side of such people.

Against such a rich conceptual background human life, which
is essentially sacred, is a primary value and highly esteemed.
And the individual right to life is generally protected. The tradi
tional Igbo have such personal names as Ndubuisi (life is the
primary value), Nduka (life is the greatest thing). They further
advise that one should swallow his/her life rather than surrender
it to any adversary
Ndukeeku, Onye apubalu nkeya, ya
-

nyoya n'afo.
ancestral spirits

Furthermore, tutelary deities like Ala and
are directly linked with people's life. They are

protectors and sustainers.
Various African groups equally. evolved different kinds of

believed to

serve as

and customs which are firmly anchored in their
religious traditions for the protection of the life of people, in
cluding the unborn baby. In many places pregnant women and
their husbands are required to offer occasional sacrifices to
tutelary deities and ancestral spirits for the protection of the life
of babies yet to be born. Pregnant women are shielded by
numerous taboos mainly to ensure that the babies' life is safe.
Mbiti records that "among the Akamba and Gikuyu, for exam
ple, all weapons and all irons are removed from the ho.use of the
expectant mother before the birth takes place. People believe
that iron articles attract lightning". The Ingassana, on the other
hand, require the expectant mother and her husband to keep
away from fire prior to the birth of the child. "These and similar
prohibitions", Mbiti concludes, "illustrate the care and protec
measures

tion which both mother and child should and do receive" .13

infancy through puberty, adulthood to grand old age,
various kinds of religious rituals in different societies
made by parents, relations and individuals themselves aimed at
fostering life. lncluded in such rituals are those connected with
initiations, the enshrining of one's personal guiding spirit and
patron deities. Prayers (private or public, individual or com
munal), remain however the watershed in the expression of the
vital place of religion in the promotion of human life. I had stated
From

there

are

in another context that,
As

a

fact,
life)

key motif, life is rarely absent in any indigenous African prayer.
of the Igbo expressions for prayer is /go Ndu (blessing for
All thoughts, all actions should be directed to fostering the in-

one
...

In
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dividual

life

or

as

well

as

community life. No

that of the other

one

should

jeopardise either his

members.14

shedding of blood, except perhaps in the extreme case of
warfare, is always a very grave and abhorrent act. It is the
greatest abomination among the Igbo, particularly against the
earth-deity Ala, which is believed to be the 'owner' and 'sus
tainer' of all llves." The death of a pregnant woman is particular
ly abhorred. To emphasize the identity of the child, such a
woman had to be first operated upon, the baby pulled out and
given a separate burial from the mother. So highly esteemed
The

and sacred is human life among traditional Africans that

no ex

pain is allowed as a suffi
physical disability, infirmity
cient reason to warrant its termination. Neither is the individual
free to take his life. Suicide is always a very grave abomination
that is believed to pollute the affected family, community and
the earth as well as destabilise the cosmic equilibrium. As a clear
tent of

or

demonstration of its detestable nature, such
ly neither buried nor mourned.

IV:

a

person is normal

THE IMPLICATIONS OF LIFE-ENHANCEMENT

Life-enhancement is without doubt, the overriding concern of
traditional African experience. A life that is fully enhanced is one
that realises the key values and ideals recognised in one's socie
ty. Not unexpectedly, these vary from one society to another as
a result of the differing ecological and historical experiences of
people. But generally in most traditional societies, they include
such things .as good health, success in ones occupation or trade,

prosperity, successful initiation into title positions, raising a
sizeable family,attaining old age usually marked by wisdom.
The implications for human rights of the ideal of life
enhancement are far-reaching. This is particularly the case with
the group of rights bearing on individuals. Certainly, the right to
work and to earn a living is highly appreciated and promoted.
Even in societies that had evolved chiefdoms and empires, or
those that practised feudalism, Eze rightly points out that they
"were more or less 'democratic' in the sense that rarely did the
will of one man whether chief or king, determine the fate of
those societies" .16 For most part, traditional African societies are
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remarkable for their societist and humanitarian features, giving'
rise to what Ifemesia referes to as "traditional humane living" .17
The

to marry is particularly cherished and encouraged
traditional
Africans as a core feature of life-enhancement.
among
As J.S. Mbiti clearly noted, for African peoples, "marriage is the
focus of existence
marriage is a duty, a requirement of life in
which everyone must participate. Otherwise, he who does not
participate in it 'is a curse to the community, he is a rebel and a

right

...

law-breaker, he is not only abnormal but 'under-human' .18
Without getting married and raising a sizeable family one's ear
thly existence will not only be seen as futile, such a fellow is not
eligible for full funerary rites nor fit for ancestorhood .19 The high
premium placed on marriage and procreation strongly accents
the great value of life and continuity of one's blood-line among
traditional Africans. The indigenous Igbo, for example, enshrine
these ideas in such aspirations/personal names as Afamefuna
(may my name never be lost), ObiefunalObiechina (may the
kindred lineage never 'cease).
The rights to work and to own property are equally implied in
the life-enhancement ideal. People are expected to work hard
and to acquire the reasonable wealth with which to set up and
maintain their individual families. In areas where age-set associa
tion and title-taking prevail, people are greatly encouraged to ac
cumulate sufficient wealth and property to be able to meet their
to their age-sets as well as procure titles which often
involve considerable expenditure. In any case, African societies,
even chiefdoms, were, comparatively speaking, largely small

obligations

scale in nature. Specialisation and .role differentiation were
limited. And depending on the ecology, most members of a
community engage, more or less, in the same occupation, like
farming, fishing and cattle rearing, to earn a living. Even in

feudalistic societies, the right to work and to own property by
the g�neralitY of the people was still upheld though chiefs
might demand tribute from those under their jurisdiction.
Neither does the common ownership of such things as land and
economic trees, which is a feature of life in some traditional
African communities, preclude the rights of individuals in other

respects.
No doubt, the full meaning and significance of life
enchancement with all the implied rights lie clearly embedded in
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religious cosmology of the different African groups. It should
be recalled that traditional Africans perceive reality as fun
damentally organically integrated with reliqion playing the

the

crucial role of anchoring life-experiences in the transcendental
centre of ultimate meaning. There is no dichotomy between the
world and the human world. On the contrary, spirit beings
and nature forces are believed to underpin various life-interests
and impinge on the affairs of people. And as Ikenga-Metuh right
ly observed, "man's life is enhanced as long as he lives in har

spirit

divinity, humanity and with nature" .20
and suprasensible beings which traditional
Africans worship are essentially linked to one vital aspect of life
or another. Since life is perceived as fundamentally precarious,
or as a spiritual combat between the forces of good and the
forces of evil, man needs the constant assistance of benevolent
deities and spiris to achieve success and to realise the ideal of a
fully enhanced existence. Among the traditional Igbo, for exam
ple, the deity of knowledge Agwu, is the patron deity of crafts
people while Ahajioku is the nature force that underpins yam
crop, the prince of Igbo traditional agricultural products. And in
the event of tangible achievement in one's profession or occupa
tion, an Ikenga symbol of commensurate size is expected to be
carved by the individual or group in recognition of the vital
assistance of the spirit force of achievement." The indigenous
religion, therefore, both directly and indirectly validates and en
courages the rights implied in life-enhancement among the dif
mony with

The

deities

ferent traditional groups.
V:

RELIGION AND HUMAN RIGHTS PROTECTION

encouraging certain fundamental rights of peo
African
ple
indigenous religion equally plays the vital role of en
suring that the rights were duly upheld and protected. As a
typical "reliqion of structure", it legitimises and empowers all
worthwhile events and institutions. The characteristic holistic vi
sion which it articulates as well as the vital features of
sacredness and cosmic power which it introduces into life and
human affairs readily make it the most crucial factor of social
control in the traditional African background. It is in this connec
tion that O.U. Kalu suggests that the traditional gods serve as
In addition to

f

'policemen' .22
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Moral norms, like human life itself, have their meaning and;
significance in religion. The gods and cosmic forces may be in
visible. But they are vervpowerful, oftentimes aggressive and
keenly interested in the activities of men. Moral norms and the
customary code of conduct are hallowed and explained as or
dinances of the gods and founding ancestors. Human behaviour
is so crucial in the maintenance of the delicately balanced
equilibrium existing between the spirit world and the human
world.23 Any grave misconduct or infringement of the accepted
code would upset the balance and thereby imperil the fortunes
of men. Hence, as Kalu rightly commented, "This perception of
human existence meant that the moral order must be maintain
ed so that men can live in peace and have abundant life". A
number of controls had to be constructed. And a great value is
placed on character which is neither beauty nor wealth, Rather,
it "referred to moral uprightness, peace with gods and peace
with men. Purity was essential in blocking the anger of gods or
the ruin of evil spirits" .24
More specifically, the belief in deities and patron spirits pro
ves a potent instrument for human rights protection. Individuals
and groups dedicated themselves; their property and profession
to certain powerful deities and tutelary spirits. This serves to
deter people from inflicting harm on such persons, groups or
property. This is not yet the case of the untouchables (Osul:
Rather, there are such groups as the Umunri and the Ar025
groups among the Igbo, for example! who, even in the hey-days
of trans-Atlantic slave traffic, travelled far and wide unharmed.
Similar immunity was enjoyed by individuals and groups who
were known to enjoy special relationship with powerful deities
in many parts of traditional Africa. As for property and profes

sion, the idea of deities who served as protectors, was very
widespread and effective. Some deities like Akpa and
Amadioha among the traditional Igbo were believed to be par
ticularly effective in ensuring the safety of property. And,
generally, misplaced things were more often than not left un
touched since people were very mindful of the vengeful role of
tutelary deities to whom such items might be dedicated. And
without undergoing full initiation into the cult of spirit beings
who were believed to underpin such specialised professions like
black-smithing, medicine-making and divination, it was thought
.
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extremely perilous to engage in the practice.
Furthermore, the idea of power and authority which those in
leadership positions in traditional societies wield derive their
legitimacy ultimately from religion. Many traditional African
groups 'have concrete symbolic representation of this concep
tion. This includes the Of026 ritual symbol of ancestral authority
among the Igbo and the golden stool of. the Akan people of
Ghana. In some traditional monarchies, power is so structured
that there are special cult groups that act as a good check on the
rulers. The

Ogboni society among the traditional Yoruba makes
good case.27 Leaders are highly respected as mouthpiece of
the gods. But, by the same token, they are expected to be the
embodiment of customary values and norms. They have to
adhere strictly to the traditional norms, otherwise the gods whom
they are supposed to represent would promptly mete out terri
ble punishment on them.28 Among the traditional Igbo such
leaders are required to attest to their sense of justice and moral
uprightness by holding in their hand the sacred symbol object
Ofo, before making any serious decision or pronouncement. The
Tiv, on the other hand, traditionally have four cosmological prin
ciples that form part of the socio-political economy: Akombo,
Tsav, Sw em and Tor. Tsav and Akombo are ritual symbols
that define the locus of authority, while Swem and Tor are
a

forces that provide checks and balances to it. Swem is par
ticularly useful for oath-taking and covenant-making.29

Finally, it should be remembered that the various masquerade
societies and age-group associations that flourished in tradi
tional African communities had as one of their main objectives
the maintenance of social order. They wielded the protection of
the rights of people. Masquerade groups in particular in many
and varied ways contributed to a large extent to ensure that peo
ple kept within the law. They were supposed to be incarnations
of ancestral spirits, lithe dead among the living" .30 Supported,
therefore, by the sacred ancestral power and authority, they
readily and promptiy discharged such duties as promoted justice
and social harmony in traditional African societies.
VI;

LlMITAT10NS

But it is not all

human

rights.

positive attitudes and features that promoted
are negative elements as weli. There are a

There
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number

of institutionalised derogations from fundamental
elements of human tights in many societies. Differences.abound
in customary practices and norms. But some features are
widespread and common to the vast majority of traditional
African groups. We shall briefly discuss' such issues as
the status of women, twin-births, human sacrifice and outcastes

(Osu):

Patrilineage is

the

principal factor of social integration In

most

African societies. More often than not, the status of women in
such a background is considered subordinate to that of men.
Even though the right of women to life is not at all in question,
the right of women to property and certain basic freedoms are
often uncertain. The position of men as heads of families is
generally over-stressed even in such small things as dietary
habits and .family etiquettes to the disadvantage of women. It is
known that in some traditional African societies women are pro
hibited from eating such. things as eggs and certain parts of
meat as mark of respect to men.
Among the traditional Igbo for instance, right'from infancy,
the pattern of socialisation of the two sexes is different. And in
variably the superiority of. males over females is emphasized. A
small boy has rights over such symbolic (male) plants' like
kolanut and palm tree which are denied his mother. A boy could
climb the kola and palm tre'es as well as pick up and break kola
nuts while his mother may not. Menstruation is construed as
polluting. And as such women in their menstrual cycle are
tabooed from free movement and from handling many things. In
certain parts they are not allowed to cook for their titled
husbands.
A woman who has no male issue is greatly disadvantaged as
inheritance is reckoned only through the male line. Widows suf

fer various types of treatment which their male counterparts are
not usually subjected to. In some places they are not allowed to
take their bath. If they do, they may not use any kind of
cosmetics on their body. Their movement is greatly restricted as
they are considered ritually impure. They. undergo longer
periods of mourning than their male counterparts. the traditional
religion underpins and encourages these and other
discriminatory norms against women. Any infringement is con
sidered an abomination against the earth-deity (nso-ala).
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Twin-birth was considered a .bad omen in many traditional
societies. Multiple "�'S" as far as the people
understoodthem.were a feature of animals rather than human
beings. Twins among human beings were therefore, construed

African

of and 'a terrible threat to the basic order
which
if
not promptly contained would. certainly
harmony,
precipitate catastrophic consequences on the community. In
some traditional societies both mother and twins were killed,
while in some only the latter were. It is pertinent to point out that
even though the taboo against twins amounted to a serious infr
as a'

radical perversion

and

.,

ingement ofthe basic right tolife, it was a matter of erroneous
perception of the reality by the people than non-appreciation of
the worth of life or cruelty on their part ..
Similarly, human sacrifice was practised in many traditional
African societies. But it was, for most part, a case of in extremis
(in 'extreme circumstances extreme
measures are adopted), rather than a lack of sensitivity to the
value of life (as many denigrators of African traditional culture
have suggested). Afri.can traditional relig10n allowed, human
sacrifice in rare and extreme circumstances tike cases of severe
epidemic, drought, warfare when every other normal means of
appeasing the gods appeared to have failed.
Fortunately enough, African traditional religious culture has
been rid of the serious aberrations and contraventions of human
rights entailed in the taboos against multiple births. And the
practice of human sacrifice has been stopped as part of the
result of the interaction with other cultures and religious
systems. The discriminatory taboos against women in different
African societies are gradually being relativised and minimised
as more and more women get educated and exposed to ap
preciate and assert their basic rights in society.
The outcaste system is equally a limitation of the basic right of
people which is encouraged by the traditional religion in dif
ferent parts of Africa. It has wide ramifications from one place to
another.
The Osu arnonqthe Igbo is one classical type. It involves a
wide range of rituals culminatlnq in the ,total dedication of
human beings to a deity. Oftentimes, the persons are treated
more or less as sacrificial animals. But they are not killed. They
are consecrated and let to live around the shrine of the diety as
extrema tendenda sunt
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its property. They may serve as shrine attendants. They are con
sidered tabooed persons and their status is generally inferior to
that of di-a/a, free-born.
.

The caste system is highly discriminatory and dehumanising.
It is however, to be commended that many communities are try
to confront the

phenomenon in a bid to abolish the terrible
usually associated with the system. In many
stigma
parts of Africa the rituals have long been discontinued. But the
attitude towards known members of the group persists; 'the

ing

social

case

that is

of old habits die hard'

VII:

.

CONCLUSION

The holistic approach we adopted in this essay has enabled us
to get beyond the surface to what constitutes the central brien
tation of African traditional religion. The religion underpins an in
digenous cosmology that basically postulates a two-tier struc
ture; the invisible but real world of spirit beings and cosmic
forces, and the physical world of human beinqs and palpable
phenomena. Both worlds shed into each other as the universe is
perceived as an organically integrated whole. Spirit beings,
cosmic and nature forces are believed to be very active and
powerful, much more powerful than men. However, the tradi
tional African cosmology clearly accents the human world as the
all-irnportant theatre in which the universe, converge. Human
life is the ultimate reality. And its enhancement is the supreme
goal of all endeavours. (This has led some scholars to
characterise African traditional religion as "heavily anthropocen
tric" as wen as "this world-affirming", rather than theocentric
and eschatological).
The implications of this (especially in terms of core values and
attitudes which the traditional religion emphasizes) for human
rights, are far-reaching. Certainly, by introducing the vital
elements of sacredness into various facets of life, including

social

and institutions for the maintenance of order, and
anchoring
important space-time events in the legitimating
transcendental centre of ultimate meaning, African traditional
religion plays a very crucial role in the promotion and protection
of people's fundamental rights, particularly those pertaining
directly to life, property and family.
norms

all
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There were, no doubt, derogations of certain aspects of fun
damental human rights. These are some of the inherent limita
tions of the indigenous religion. Such perversions, however, are
not exclusive to African traditional religion. Christianity, Isalm
and other religions of mankind have their track .ecords of
crusades, holy wars, etc. The negative features undeniably blur
the focus. But they· should not be confused with the central
orientation of a system.
With the radical transformation of African societies by the

forces released by colonialism, Western science and technology
as well as foreign religious systems, African trao.tional religion
has been considerably relativised in most parts of the continent.
The role of the traditional gods as agents of socialisation has
been greatly diminished. However, in many rural areas where

impact of the new socio-political dispensation has not been
significantly felt, the traditional religion continues to serve as a
major factor in fostering values and attitudes that promote
people's fundamental rights to life, property and family. And
even in most of the people who have converted to one or the
other of the foreign religions, e.g. Christianity and Isalm, the fun
damental beliefs and values that shape their outlook on life re
main, to a large extent, those inherited from the traditional
religion.

the
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