
Introduc�on
Religion is par�cipa�ng and involving. When one, 
therefore speaks of one's religion, one ordinarily 
refers to those beliefs which one is expected to 
hold. Thus, religion is a “fundamental pa�ern 
embracing the individual and society, man and the 
world through which a person (though only 
par�ally conscious of this) sees and experiences, 
thinks and feels, acts, suffers everything” (Hans, 
1985: xvi). It is “the expression of forces by which 
human groups maintain their solidarity and ensure 
their con�nuity, recogni�on that all things are 
manifesta�ons of a power which transcend our 
knowledge” (Marcado, 1998:3). Clifford Geertz 
defined it as a “system of symbols which acts to 
establish powerful, pervasive, and long las�ng 

moods and mo�va�ons in men by formula�ng 
concep�ons of a general order of existence and 
clothing these concep�ons with such an aura of 
factuality that the moods and mo�va�ons seem 
uniquely realis�c” (Geertz, 1967:63). Henry 
Bergson viewed it as “that element which, beings 
endowed with reason, is called upon to make good 
any deficiency of a�achment to life” (1977: 97).   
Chris�anity is more than a system of religious 
belief. It has “generated a culture that have been 
handed down from genera�on to genera�on” 
(Muonwe, 2014:71). Culture is what differen�ates 
a community from the others. It is a vital and 
important determining factor of how the 
community reacts, responds and grows. The 
'habitual thought' of Africa is constrained by her 
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religio-cultural frame of mind in many subtle way 
that is different from that of the Chris�an culture. 
African society within history saw herself forced by 
circumstances to adopt Chris�anity with her 
culture and a�tude to reality. Haven been 
alienated from her cultural milieu which is the 
founda�on of her philosophy through imposi�on 
of Chris�anity, this paper therefore inves�gates 
the impact of Chris�an religion on African 
philosophy. 

The Religious Background of African Philosophy
Philosophy has its preoccupa�on “the business of 
looking very closely and carefully at the founda�on 
of human knowledge and experience” (Ozigi and 
Canham, 1979:3). Its nature has necessitated its 
mul�-dimensional interpreta�ons - “the study of 
the basic principles of knowledge and human 
conduct, insistent, crea�ve, systema�c talk, 
probing to the roots of things” (Agudosi, 
2009:136). In order words, philosophy is “the basic 
reflec�on, taken to establish, support and 
substan�ate claims on what thing are in their being 
and why they are the way they are” (Aleke and 
Gonjoh 2021: 147). 

Africa is “a religious suffused society with natural 
powers which have been shrouded in centuries of 
religious rituals” (Obi, 2017:6) that “informs 
African reality” (Parrinder, 1962:26).Throughout 
the history of Africans reflec�ve thought, the 
rela�onship between philosophy and religion has 
always been marked by con�nuous dialogue and 
reciprocal interac�on. Historically speaking, 
“African philosophy began as a reflec�ve 
interac�on on African religious and moral beliefs, 
and this characteris�c has been an on-going 
concern of philosophy” (Agudosi, 2009:96). Apart 
from the fact that African philosophy was 
derivable from the religious content, values and 
prac�ces of Africa.  African Philosophy was, from 
its incep�on “a synthesis and dis�lla�on 
con�nua�on and discon�nua�on from African 
religion” (2009:97). As such, African philosophy 
can be said to have both shaped and was shaped by 
religion. As Williams Olorufemi Aso would argue: 

What various peoples believe in their culture to be 

God or gods opens human mind to fundamental 
ques�ons about the characteris�cs of their 
concept of God or gods, the origin of their God or 
gods and rela�onship to the people, the basis of 
their liturgical prac�ces: worship, fes�vals, 
func�onaries in the sanctuary, items of sacrifice 
and seasons of celebra�on with necessary 
jus�fica�on for their community. Again, the place 
of God in the causes and consequences of the evil 
in the world and the people's understanding about 
this existen�al reality of life equally serves as a 
good source of philosophy (2018:39).

From the above stand point, one can rightly say 
that African philosophy is an enterprise that 
emerged from African a�empt to fundamentally 
jus�fy African religious rites and prac�ces in 
events such as: birth, death, burial, exorcism, 
marriage, child dedica�on etc. The meaning and 
jus�fica�on of some religious beliefs like 
reincarna�on, ancestral world, life a�er death, 
criteria for admission into ancestral world, reward 
for those who are morally just and punishment for 
the wicked members of the community are 
sources of African  philosophy. Understanding the 
fundamental jus�fica�on for the religious beliefs 
in divina�on is also another vital source of 
philosophy in Africa.

From the foregoing, it becomes obvious that 
African philosophy emerged out of African 
curiosity to examine African religion, to find out 
the founda�ons of African religious views, to know 
whether Africans have adequate or accepted 
reason for believing what they belief and prac�ce. 
For instance, when we remember that in Africa, 
some people s�ll hold tenaciously to some 
religious belief and prac�ce such as outcast (Osu), 
human sacrifice, female circumcision, killing of 
twins, money ritual etc. it becomes meaningful 
asking ques�ons as to the ra�onale of such beliefs 
s ince they nega�vely  affect  our  cordia l 
interpersonal rela�onship. Even if some of these 
belief seem to be true, it is the characteris�c of 
philosophy not to take the truth of anything for 
granted-even the most widely held beliefs. Li�le 
wonder Halverson correctly observed:
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The suspicion with which many people regard 
philosophy derives in large part from the fact that 
philosophers almost invariably stand in cri�cal, 
ques�oning rela�on to prevailing modes of 
thought. It is not strange that people regard with 
suspicion an enterprise whose main business o�en 
seems to be the raising of provoca�ve ques�ons 
(1967:8-9). 

Thus, African philosophy concerns itself with the 
ul�mate ques�ons about the ground or grounds 
for African worldview. Some of these ques�ons 
impose themselves inescapably upon human 
minds. Person cannot but raise these ques�ons. 
Hence, African philosophy emerged as an a�empt 
to provide answers to African religious beliefs and 
as such sa�sfy Africans deeper curiosi�es and get 
more acquainted with the most genuine and 
profound religious knowledge and way of life since 
African life and religion are inseparable.

Thus, African philosophize when they begin to 
iden�fy and jus�fy  what is  actually true to the 
reality of life in African religious values, beliefs and 
prac�ces to highlight what is supers��ous, 
exaggerated, fabricated and assumed in religious 
concerns and prac�ces. Therefore, the process of 
specula�on, ques�oning, defini�on, cri�cal 
evalua�on and jus�fica�on of the basic concept in 
African religion is expected to enable African 
philosopher to have enough ground to know what 
correspond to truth in reality and what are 
consequences of ignorant and psychological 
manipula�ons in African religious prac�ces and 
way of life. The philosophy in religious concerns 
and prac�ce of Africans is what provided a reliable 
sources and background for the works of African 
philosophers such as: Placid Tempels, John Mbi�, 
Kwame Gayeke, Theophilus Okere, Henry Odera 
Oruka etc. 

Like every other world philosophies, African 
philosophy is devoid of unanimous defini�on.   
John Mbi� says that it is “the understanding, 
a�tude of mind, logic and percep�on behind the 
manners in which African people thinks, act or 
speak in different situa�ons in life (1969:9-10). 
Placid Tempels defined it in terms of “what is 

unconsciously found and enshrined in the normal 
life of the Africans” (1959:7). Omoregbe would 
prefer to see it as “what is preserved through 
mythologies, wise sayings, proverbs, stories, 
religion etc” (1985:6). Kwasi Wiredu says it is “a 
cri�cal reconstruc�on of African world” (1991:47). 
Odera Oruka said “it must be a ra�onal specula�on 
or synthesis based on rigorous reasoned 
inves�ga�on on African worldview” (1978:52). 
Amidst the various defini�ons, none has been 
generally accepted as a fixed defini�on of African 
philosophy. But one thing that is common among 
the different defini�ons is that they are all 
concerned about “systema�c inquiry into the 
fundamental ideas underlying African thought, 
experience and conduct” (Gyekye 1996:1).

African Tradi�onal Religion versus Chris�an 
Religion
Chris�anity which is revealed religion differs from 
African tradi�onal religion that evolved naturally 
within tradi�onal society. Unlike the revealed 
Chris�an Religion, African Tradi�onal Religion 
“originates with the people themselves as an 
expression of many thousands of years of 
existence and seeking answers to the mysteries of 
life” (Lugeria, 2009: 16). Contrary to the “two-
world hypothesis inherited from Platonism by 
Chris�anity” (Suzuki, 1964:181; Obi, 2017:24), one 
world hypothesis of African Tradi�onal Religion 
derive its validity from African “interpreta�on of 
duality within which opposites are reconciled” 
(Booth, 1977: 5-6). In Africa, the invisible and 
visible world coalesce. There is “no dis�nc�on 
between the material world and those of the spirit 
world” (Arazu, 2005:9). “Other world” in African 
context is “a misnomer because it is ar�culated in 
materialis�c and physical terms” (Mbi�, 1969: 
153; Leonard, 1968: 84). Duality of visible and 
invisible, physical and metaphysical world informs 
these opposites as aspect of one and the same 
world. The terrestrial world comprises “human 
and non-human forces interac�ng and influencing 
one another” (Tempel, 1959:36; Parrinder, 1969: 
26) and provides the “founda�on for African 
philosophy and religion” (Zahan, 1979:8). Hence, 
African interprets “sacred as unity rather than 
separa�on” (Campbell, 1988:34). To be is “to be 
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whole” (Obi 2017). A thing is “not one by itself” 
(Has�ng, 1976:67). Everything is “united in 
existence” (Zahan, 1979:127). To be is “to become 
something” (Tempels, 1959:53). 

 The “human person is at the centre of African 
Tradi�onal Religion” (Zahan 179: 6) as opposed to 
the Chris�anity idea of “finality outside the human 
person” (Obi 238). The primacy of the human 
person in African Tradi�onal Religion is informed 
by human rela�on to the rest of the world; his 
central posi�on as providing a systema�c 
framework of the cosmos which defines it as the 
“microcosm in which converge the innumerable 
invisible threads spun by objects and beings 
between themselves in consonance with the rules 
of correspondence given by categories and 
classifica�ons” (Zahan 1979: 6). The centrality of 
the human person within the cosmic order 
explains “African communal and individual acts of 
worship and venera�on as pragma�c and 
u�litarian rather than spiritual or mys�cal” (Mbi� 
1964:4-5). Africans “appropriate becoming by 
experiencing themselves as universal forces and 
strengthening their  v ital  forces through 
communica�on with other forces opera�onal in 
the cosmic order” (Jahn 1990:61).  From the 
African interpreta�on in contrast to Chris�an 
perspec�ve, “man was not made for God or the 
universe” (Zahan 1979: 5). God “exists for man” 
(Mbi� 1969: 92) while human person “exists for 
himself and embodies the jus�fica�on for his 
existence” (Zahan 1979: 5). The human person as 
ar�culator of force is “superior to all else in 
existence and their irreducible reality; and on that 
account, divini�es enter into his affairs in the same 
way as do other things” (6).

Unlike the Chris�an religion linear concept of �me 
which divides �me into “three dimension: past, 
present and future” (Obi, 2017: 135), African 
tradi�onal religion founda�on of �me is cyclic, 
“the future is not substan�ally different from the 
past” (Zahan, 1950:90) because “tomorrow is 
made up of the element of 'yesterday' and 'long 
ago' and 'what –will- be' blends into 'what already 
was' (Zahan, 1979: 89). Cyclicity harmonizes 
referents generally interpreted as “opposed to one 

another as “one and the same phenomena” 
(Zahan, 1979: 134-135) in African tradi�onal 
worldview. The concept of human person as “a 
single ra�onal,  en�ty unchangeable and 
immutable propagated by Aristotle, championed 
by Boethius and Spinoza and adopted by 
Chris�anity” (Obi, 2017:169) contradicts the 
“African dynamic self-cons�tu�on dependent on 
otherness of human person” (Eze, 2010:190-191). 
On the social founda�on, the fundamental 
features that informs African concep�on of good 
and bad is the nature of rela�onship between 
individuals (Mbi�, 1971: 213). Paul Ricouer's 
interpreta�on that “evil is not being but doing, not 
something but subversion of rela�on” (1974: 273-
303) approximates African posi�on. Contrary to 
Chris�an religion ethical system that is based on 
“absolute values of truth and jus�ce” (Obi, 
2017:161), African ethics is a “social ethics” 
(Molema, 1920:116; Busia, 1954: 205). In Africa, 
force is being and being is force. African aesthe�c 
founda�on of “good and bad prevalent in African 
language” (Kagame, 1956: 385),  provide 
“metaphoric orienta�on to both concepts” (Jahn, 
1990: 174). While “good and bad are fixed and 
opposed concept that defy reconcilia�on in 
Chris�anity, in African tradi�onal religion both 
concepts maintain a harmony founded on the 
dialec�cs of duality” (Tempels, 1959: 53; Jahn, 
1990: 64). 

African Tradi�onal Religion in the face of 
Chris�an Religion
From the �me Chris�anity came in contact with 
Africa tradi�onal religion, there has been sharp 
conflicts between them. Rather than the Chris�an 
missionaries to dialogue with African culture or 
approach Africa within her tradi�onal religious 
frame of mind, “they were busy ques�oning about 
the maturity, mental and psychological capabili�es 
of Africans to conceive God” (Iwe, 1986:5).  Hence 
African tradi�onal religion before the Chris�an 
missionary became a “religion trapped in a pre-
logical and unscien�fic world view incapable of 
abstract thought” (Obi, 2017:5) with no “idea of 
the Supreme Being” (Amaegwu, 2010: 101). 

A German Missionary Emil Ludwig, who taught 
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that Africa has no religion, does not know God and 
that it is the duty of the missionaries to teach 
Africa how to conceive and worship God asked: 
“how can untutored African conceive God? . . . 
How can this be? Deity is a philosophical concept 
which savages are incapable of framing” (Smith, 
1961:1). 

Ludwig's view was corroborated by Samuel Baker 
and Daniel Wilson. Baker held that; “without any 
excep�on, Africans are without a belief in a 
Supreme-being, neither have they any form of 
worship or idolatry, nor is darkness of their minds 
enlightened by even a ray of supers��on” 
(1969:231), while Wilson is of the view that “Africa 
has no religion, if they had religion, it could be best 
described as animism: 

“. . . there is usually discerned among Africans a 
belief in unseen powers pervading the universe, 
this belief into an animis�c or spiritualis�c 
theology most result into a kind of worship” 
(1985:29).
 
Hence, Chris�anity saw its emergence on African 
soil as a ba�le against African cultural heritage and 
then forced African to internalize the foreign 
religion claiming it to be divine ordinance and the 
only way to civiliza�on. According to Lugira:

The Chris�an missionaries established schools and 
hospitals and began to preach the Gospel of 
Chris�anity. …but they had li�le understanding of 
the cultures they were entertaining. Their intent 
was to bring Chris�anity to con�nent they believed 
to have no true religion. They meant to stamp out 
African tradi�onal religious prac�ces they saw as 
supers��on and ignorance (2006:24). Narra�ng 
how the missionary forced Chris�anity on Africa, 
Lugira wries:

Sailing along the West and East African coasts, they 
preached the Chris�an message to the people they 
met and took advantage of African hospitality. 
Eventually they established African Chris�an 
communi�es.  However  they were to be 
disappointed. African peoples had welcomed 
them warmly. But that did not mean that they 

were ready to give up their cultures and beliefs. 
The missionaries failed to appreciate the African 
religion and culture on which the welcome was 
based, and misunderstanding arose. In frustra�on 
the missionaries developed hos�le a�tudes 
towards the people. Finally the na�ves succumbed 
to their hos�lity (2006:24).

 
Parts of the hos�lity was the denial of Africa of 
anything that could be described as genuine 
culture, and religion being a cons�tuent of culture, 
Africa were invariably denied of any genuine 
religion. The missionary “haphazardly collected 
strange African religion in order to entertain and 
fascinate their people at home by ridiculing African 
religion with nega�ve synonyms as: fe�shism, 
ancestorism, primi�vism, animism and totemism” 
(Amaegwu, 2010:40-41). They also interpreted 
African religious symbols and beliefs in terms of 
psychological and sociological theories and 
whatever does not correspond to their theories, 
they invented something to fill in the gap that 
exists in their minds. Li�le wonder “it took about 
300 years for scholars to recognize African 
tradi�onal religion as a true religion. At first they 
called African beliefs and prac�ces primi�ve 
religion sugges�ng something crude, irra�onal 
and unformed” (Lugira, 2006:106).

Reac�ng to the denigra�ons and vilifica�ons of 
African religion, Ezekwugo said that “the European 
missionaries had eyes therefore only for the exo�c 
and extraordinary; and where they found none 
they created one, making nonsense of African 
religion” (1985:8-9). This made the Chris�an 
missionaries to see African mind as “a clean slate 
on which anything could be wri�en” (Kenya�a, 
1954: 269). This assump�on is based on their 
convic�on that “everything that African did or 
thought is evil . . . they forcefully uprooted Africa 
body and soul, from her old customs and beliefs, 
put her in class by herself, with all her  tradi�ons 
sha�ered and her ins�tu�ons trampled upon” 
(1954:270). Haven been forcefully detached from 
her religion, “Africa started to follow the white 
man's culture without ques�oning whether it was 
suited for their condi�on of lives or not” (Kenya�a, 
1954:271). 
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Cases were reported of mission schools in Kenya 
where students was sent home due to recurring 
mental breakdowns, resul�ng from their inability 
to cope with and reconcile their tradi�onal 
religious worldview with the indoctrina�on 
coming from the Chris�an religion. According to 
Ochsner Knud, “the psychiatric report following 
the incidence traced the cause to conversion 
hysteria resul�ng from the students' inability to 
reconcile the two worlds” (1971:98). Ochsner 
however noted that the situa�on was even the 
worse, because they become vic�ms of clash of 
not just between two but three worlds – “the 
tradi�onal animis�c view of life; the dis�nct 
cultural pa�ern of the village congrega�on with 
frequently antagonis�c a�tude to the tradi�onal 
religion from Chris�an communi�es and the 
modern 'godless' world, and the secular society 
with its emphasis on science and technology” 
(1971:99-100).

The Influence of Chris�anity on the Development 
of African Philosophy 
There is no culture or people who can claim 
ownership of philosophy and act of philosophizing. 
It is in the nature of every culture to “reflect on 
fundamental ques�ons bothering on human 
person, their experiences of physical and 
metaphysical reali�es” (Aso, 2018: 9). In Africa, 
“there is no dis�nc�on between religion and other 
aspects of their lives” (Ezechi, 2011:101). African 
religious beliefs are so closely bound to her culture 
that religion and culture are one and the same. 
Religion in Africa, “is therefore not something 
people do at certain �mes and certain places, it is 
parts and parcels of living” (Obi, 2017:60). Among 
African community, “culture and religion are 
�ghtly bound together” (Obi, 2017:38). 

Chris�anity is more than a system of religious 
belief. It has “generated a culture, a set of ideas 
and ways of life, prac�ces, and ar�facts that have 
been  handed down f rom genera�on to 
genera�on” (Muonwe 2014: 71). With the denial 
of Africa of any genuine religion by the European 
Chris�an missionaries and forceful adop�on of 
Chris�an religion, the result became that, African 
b e ga n  to  i n te r n a l i ze  t h e  s te re o t y p i c a l 

characteris�c born prejudices of the Chris�an 
religion against African tradi�onal religion that 
informed African philosophic reflec�ons. On 
absorbing and a�aining the “heights” of the 
Chris�an religion and culture, African discovers 
that they were foreigners to it. They saw 
themselves sailing in the foreign religion and 
culture with the iden�ty crisis that go with it due to 
the wide differences that exists between the 
absorbed Chris�an religious worldview and their 
na�ve African religion worldview. In a�empt to 
rediscover their iden�ty as Africans by interpre�ng 
the na�ve African tradi�onal worldview, they fall 
back to myths and supers��ons, because their 
adopted Chris�an religion worldview clashes with 
the Afr ican re l ig ious  worldview.  This  i s 
schizophrenic. This undermines African maturity 
to channel their philosophical reflec�ons towards 
Afr ican culture.  Thereby making Afr ican 
philosophy to remain perpetual infant, which 
cannot be fully matured by itself in essen�al areas 
of history, expressions and interpreta�ons. 

Conclusion
 It is trite that a people's philosophy ought to be 
based on the culture of the people, if it were to be 
sustainable and if it were not to bear nega�ve 
influence on the people. Indeed, no philosophy 
can be rooted in mere material civiliza�on.  
Religion is part and parcel of culture and at the 
same �me a founda�on and presupposi�on for 
philosophical reflec�ons. In so far as religion is 
advanced at the expense of a culture, it is an 
experiment in eventual hos�lity to its philosophy. 
A philosophy must therefore be as it were, a 
product of culture. A people philosophy must be 
based on their culture not outside it. Imita�on can 
only lead to superficial progress albeit its sundry 
limita�ons. A people's philosophy is therefore a 
product of reflec�on determined by accumulated 
experiences which people have over a period of 
�me, such experiences generally go by the name 
culture.

Culture is the totality of knowledge and behavior, 
ideas and objects that cons�tute the common 
heritage of a people. It is the way of life of the 
people, the iden�ty structure and spirit of a race. 
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Without it they are anonymous persons brought 
together by technical accidents without purpose 
or meaning. All that people does must have 
something to do with who they are. A people 
experiences everything in the light of their culture 
which stamps and moulds they experience by 
genera�ng the concep�ons through which they 
perceives the world, themselves and their fellow 
men.

The point here is that a people's culture is what 
give rise to their philosophy and that outside that 
cultural context, it ceases to be the people's 
philosophy. Indeed, any philosophy which is 
der ived f rom sophis�ca�on of  mater ia l 
condi�oned alone cannot be a people's 
philosophy. It is inimical and lacking in essen�al 
founda�on of a people's philosophy. Therefore, in 
failing to develop African philosophy within her 
cultural frame, Africa is doomed to be perpetual 
servant, slave in fact, in the global society. For 
African philosophy to develop progressively it 
must have its founda�on in African culture. Hence, 
African philosophy must be philosophy that 
originates from African culture and interpreted 
within African frame of mind. It is by so doing that 
African philosophy becomes meaningful to people 
because it makes their lives and culture come alive 
and arises from the interac�on of their daily 
existence with the reality on ground.
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