4. MODERN AFRICA: Indigenous Belief Systems and Colonial Religious Influences

Modern Africa’s Culture and Identity

· Three forms

· The traditional: 

· Pre-colonial cultural characteristics that continue throughout the colonial times and are still vibrant in modern Africa

· The contemporary: 

· Modern, technological, global culture, elitist; heavily influenced and informed by Euro-American cultures

· A blend of indigenous and modern global culture: a syncretic culture 

· The combining of different cultures, religions, and schools of thought

Belief Systems (Religions) in Africa

· Spirituality and Religion distinctions

· Three main types of belief systems:

· Indigenous, Christianity, and Islam

· These may be classified under:

· Received/revealed religions (belief systems)

· Experiential belief systems (religions)

· Others include

· Personal gods/religions/belief systems

· Cults

· Secrete societies

Indigenous African Belief Systems Classified
· Revealed/Received: 

· African traditional religions (belief systems) are mostly not revealed or a received religions

· Experiential: 

· Systems that developed as a result of the people’s accumulated experiences  & interactions with their environment and neighbors

· Africans never had the likes of Jesus Christ, Mohammed, etc.

Concept of Supreme God

· Africans have the concept of and recognize the existence and power of a Supreme Divinity (God)

· Hierarchy of the metaphysical powers

· Supreme Divinity God (Mawu, Onyame, Olodumare, Chukwu, etc)

· Deputy gods (divinities, deities)

· Lesser gods (clan, family, neighborhood)

· Ancestral spirits (totems)

· Secrete societies, personal gods, and cults

· God is conceptualized as male among many African people

· A few have conception of God as a female-male partnership (twin God) 

· e.g. among the Ewe and Fon of West Africa God is both Female and Male (Mawu Segbo [female]; Mawu-Lisa [male]) Mawu SegboLisa 

· The only example in Africa of God conceptualized as female (Goddess) is among the Southern Nuba of Sudan (matriarchal traits)

· There is no organized direct worship of the Supreme Divinity (God)

· Communication is often through many different deities and lesser gods

· Traditional political system and hierarchy is often closely linked with indigenous believe systems

· Sometimes it may be difficulty to separate spiritual/religious acts from cultural acts

· Religious institutions usually have their own distinctive music

The Ancestor

· A parent, a parent of one’s parents; an older member (often deceased) of one’s lineage, clan, family, ethnic group; or one regarded as such either through blood or through other socio-cultural or religious connections

· Ancestorship is attained/earned while in life

· Not every deceased person becomes and is revered as an ancestor

· Africans do not ‘worship’ their ancestors as gods; they revere them/give them reverence

Foreign Religions: Islam and Christianity

· Predominant foreign believe systems/religions in modern Africa

· Both religions account for the decline in population of indigenous believe systems in Africa

· Both have influenced many (if not all) aspects of African’s life and Africa’s history as well as that of the African diaspora (dispersion of people from their original homeland)

Islam in Africa
· Dates back 741 AD (8th Century)

· Channels of Islam entering Sub-Saharan Africa:

· Far West through Berbers of the Sahara 1000 AD

· Southwards from Libya to Chad in the 9th century

· Arabia and Egypt to the Nile Valley

· From Yemen to Ethiopia

· From India and Indonesia to East & Southern Africa 17th – 19th century

· The Fulani Jihad of 1804 – 1810 

· Islamic Strong holds in Africa:

· North Africa

· West African Savannah Belt

· East Africa 

· Arabs & East African interactions gave birth to Swahili- Lingua Franca in East Africa

· [image: image1.png]I st
[ slam

B Hinduism



Islamic and Arabic culture influences:

· Coastal area of East Africa and the Sudan

· Islamic culture: lifestyle of Moslems

· Partly dictated by the faith

· Islamization / Arabization

· Dress code and life events

· Traditional culture (patronage, engagement)

· Commerce and schooling

Christianity in Africa

· 3rd – 4th centuries: Christianity first arrives in Africa (Ethiopia)

· 16th – 17th centuries: small enclave of European Christians in West Africa 

· 18th – 19th centuries: rush of missionary interest and activities

· 20th century: surge in Missions and African Christian's active roles to spread the “Word”

· Christian influences:

· Missionaries did not only spread religion, but also taught how to read, write, and improve general standards of living

· Christian Africans often mix native beliefs in

· eg. Aladura “praying churches” in Nigeria

· Many slaves were either Christians when they left Africa or converted to Christianity after their arrival in the western hemisphere

· Their Christianity was not exactly like European Christianity and made considerable room for African traditions

· Associated African deities with Christian saints

· Relied heavily on African rituals such as drumming, dancing, and sacrificing animals

· Preserved their belief in spirits and supernatural powers and made use of magic, sorcery, witchcraft, and spirit possession
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