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Abstract

This research explores the resurgence of traditional religious practices among Igbo youth
and its impact on Christianity and cultural identity in Nigeria. The study employs a
comprehensive methodology, combining qualitative analysis of scholarly literature,
empirical observations, and firsthand accounts from stakeholders within the Igbo
community. By triangulating multiple sources of data, the research provides a nuanced
understanding of the challenges posed by the revival of traditional beliefs, including
declining church attendance, syncretism, religious intolerance, unethical rituals, and
criminal activities. The findings underscore the complexity of religious dynamics and socio-
cultural shifts in Igbo society, highlighting the need for strategies to promote religious
tolerance, preserve cultural heritage, and foster social cohesion. Ultimately, the study
emphasizes the importance of embracing diversity, promoting mutual respect, and

upholding universal values in building a harmonious and inclusive society in Igbo land.
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Introduction

Religion has always been a potent force shaping the identity, values, and cohesion of
societies and in the Igbo community of Nigeria, this influence is profound (Uchendu, 1965).

With the coexistence of traditional indigenous beliefs and Christianity, Igbo society is
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undergoing a complex interplay of religious dynamics and socio-cultural shifts, presenting
both challenges and opportunities for its future trajectory (Isichei, 1977). This research
delves into the multifaceted landscape of religious dynamics in Igbo society, highlighting
the challenges posed by the resurgence of traditional beliefs among the youth and the
implications for both Christianity and cultural identity (Njoku, Personal Communication,
May 12, 2023).

The resurgence of traditional religious practices among Igbo youth signifies a significant
departure from the dominance of Christianity and reflects a profound reevaluation of
spiritual and cultural identity (Emeka, Personal communication, June 1, 2023). This trend,
driven by a desire to reclaim cultural heritage and challenge colonial legacies, poses
challenges to the Christian church and raises questions about the preservation of cultural
identity in the face of modern influences (Ngangah, 2020). This study aims to address the
pressing issues arising from the resurgence of traditional beliefs by examining its impact
on various aspects of Igbo society, including church attendance, syncretism, religious
intolerance, and criminal activities. By identifying the underlying causes and implications
of these phenomena, this research seeks to fill the gap in understanding the intricate
dynamics between religion, culture, and identity in contemporary Igbo society.

This research employs a comprehensive approach that combines qualitative analysis of
scholarly literature, empirical observations, and firsthand accounts from stakeholders
within the Igbo community. By triangulating multiple sources of data, this study endeavors
to provide a nuanced understanding of the challenges and perspectives surrounding
religious dynamics in Igbo society. In addressing these challenges, this research aims to
contribute to the development of strategies for promoting religious tolerance, preserving
cultural heritage, and fostering social cohesion in Igbo society. By engaging with these
issues in a rigorous and holistic manner, this study seeks to offer insights and
recommendations that can inform policy-making, community engagement, and interfaith

dialogue in the pursuit of a harmonious and inclusive society in Igbo land.

Theoretical Underpinnings: The Conflict Theory.

Conflict Theory is a sociological perspective that views society as composed of groups with
competing interests, often leading to conflict and change (Coser, 1956; Dahrendorf, 1959).
It emphasizes power dynamics, inequality, and social change driven by these conflicts
(Marx & Engels, 1848; Turner, 2005). When applied to the study of religious dynamics and
socio-cultural shifts in Igbo society, conflict theory can provide valuable insights into the
challenges and perspectives inherent in these processes (Falola & Heaton, 2008; Ogbu,
2008).

98



Religious Dynamics and Socio-Cultural Shifts in Igbo Society: Challenges and Perspectives

1. Power and Inequality

Conflict theory can help analyze how religious leaders and institutions wield power
within Igbo society. This includes examining how religious authority can reinforce
social hierarchies or challenge existing power structures (Coser, 1956).

Inter-Religious Power Struggles: The introduction of Christianity and its
competition with indigenous religious practices can be viewed through conflict
theory, highlighting power struggles between different religious groups. This
includes the marginalization of traditional beliefs and the dominance of new

religious ideologies (Falola & Heaton, 2008).

2. Social Change through Conflict

Generational Conflicts: As younger generations in Igbo society may embrace
modern religious practices and values, conflict theory can explain the resulting
tensions with older generations who may adhere to traditional beliefs. This
intergenerational conflict can drive social change and transformation (Turner,
2005).

Resistance and Adaptation: Conflict theory can shed light on how marginalized
groups resist dominant religious ideologies and adapt to socio-cultural shifts. This
includes the resurgence of indigenous practices and the blending of old and new
beliefs to create hybrid religious expressions (Ogbu, 2008).

3. Economic and Social Inequalities

Resource Distribution: Conflict theory can be used to analyze how religious
institutions influence the distribution of resources and opportunities within Igbo
society. This includes examining how religious affiliations may affect access to
education, healthcare, and economic opportunities (Marx & Engels, 1848).

Class Struggles: The economic disparities within Igbo society can be examined
through the lens of conflict theory, with a focus on how religious dynamics intersect
with class struggles. This includes how religious institutions might either perpetuate

or challenge socio-economic inequalities (Dahrendorf, 1959).

4. Colonial and Postcolonial Dynamics

Colonial Imposition of Christianity: The imposition of Christianity during colonial
times can be viewed as a form of cultural and religious domination. Conflict theory
helps to explore the resistance to this imposition and the resulting socio-cultural
changes (Nkrumah, 1965).

Postcolonial Identity Reconstruction: In the postcolonial context, conflict theory

can analyze how Igbo society navigates the tensions between colonial legacies and
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efforts to reclaim and redefine indigenous religious and cultural identities (Fanon,
1963).

5. Gender and Religious Conflict

Patriarchal Structures: Conflict theory can explore how religious teachings and
institutions reinforce or challenge patriarchal structures within Igbo society. This
includes examining the role of religion in perpetuating gender inequalities and the
conflicts arising from women's efforts to assert their rights and agency (Connell,
1987).

Women’s Empowerment: The conflicts between traditional gender roles and
modern perspectives on gender equality can drive significant socio-cultural shifts.
Conlflict theory can help analyze religious movements' role in supporting or

opposing women's empowerment (Butler, 1990).

6. Globalization and Religious Conflicts

Global Religious Influences: The impact of global religious movements on Igbo
society can be analyzed through conflict theory, focusing on how these external
influences create tensions and conflicts with local traditions and practices
(Appadurai, 1996).

Cultural Imperialism: Conflict theory can help understand the dynamics of cultural
imperialism, where global religious ideologies might dominate and marginalize

local beliefs, leading to cultural and religious conflicts (Said, 1978).

Implications for Igbo Society: Challenges and Perspectives

Challenges

1.

2.

Religious Fragmentation: Conflicts between different religious groups can lead to
fragmentation within Igbo society, undermining social cohesion and stability
(Huntington, 1996).

Intergenerational Tensions: Generational conflicts over religious beliefs and
practices can create divisions within families and communities, posing challenges
to social harmony (Turner, 2005).

Gender Inequality: Religious teachings that reinforce patriarchal structures can
perpetuate gender inequality, hindering efforts towards gender justice and women's
empowerment (Connell, 1987).

Economic Disparities: Religious dynamics that intersect with economic
inequalities can exacerbate social tensions and hinder socio-economic development
(Marx & Engels, 1848).
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Perspectives

1. Catalyst for Change: Conflicts arising from religious dynamics can catalyze social
change, leading to the redefinition of cultural identities and the emergence of new
social norms (Turner, 2005).

2. Empowerment and Resistance: Marginalized groups can use religious frameworks
to resist domination and advocate for their rights, leading to greater empowerment
and social transformation (Fanon, 1963).

3. Cultural Revitalization: Conflicts between traditional and modern religious
practices can spur efforts to revitalize and preserve indigenous cultural and
religious heritage (Ogbu, 2008).

4. Interfaith Dialogue: Addressing religious conflicts through interfaith dialogue and
cooperation can foster mutual understanding and promote social cohesion
(Appleby, 2000).

Religious Dynamics and Nation-Building in Igbo Society

Religion indeed holds significant sway over the dynamics of nation-building, impacting
stability, cohesion, and progress, particularly in African societies (Emeka, Personal
communication, June 1, 2023). While religion can foster unity and moral guidance, it also
has a history of being a divisive force, fueling conflicts and societal issues (Turaki, 2016).
Within the Igbo community of Nigeria, two primary religions hold prominence: Traditional
Religion, rooted in ancestral practices, and Christianity, which has become dominant
(Awolalu, 1979).Christianity, with its pervasive influence, extends beyond spiritual realms
to shape various aspects of Igbo society. It impacts economics through ethical frameworks,
social welfare initiatives, and business ethics influenced by Christian teachings (Kalu,
2010). In politics, Christian values inform governance, policies, and political participation,
influencing decision-making processes (Ukah, 2007). Social interactions are likewise
influenced, with Christian principles guiding interpersonal relationships, community

activities, and societal norms (Mbiti, 1990).

However, the influence of Christianity in Igbo society isn't without complexities. While it
brings positive aspects, it also introduces tensions and challenges. The imposition of
Christian beliefs and practices sometimes clashes with traditional values, leading to cultural
tensions and identity crises (Isichei, 1976). Moreover, interpretations of Christian teachings
can vary, leading to divergent beliefs and practices within the community (Nwadialor &
Nwokocha, 2023). This religious diversity within the Igbo community can be both
enriching and challenging. It fosters pluralism and tolerance but also raises issues of
religious hegemony and exclusivity. Instances of religious intolerance, discrimination, and

conflicts can arise, undermining social cohesion and stability (Anizoba & Aande, 2021).
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Cultural Revival and Religious Shift

A concerning trend has emerged in Igbo society, signaling a shift away from Christianity
towards a resurgence of traditional religious practices among the youth (Anizoba & Aande,
2021). This cultural revival poses significant challenges to the church and Christian values.
There is a notable resurgence of practices such as masquerade cults, idol worship, and the
use of charms and amulets, which were previously declining (Nwadialor & Nwokocha,
2023). This revival is particularly alarming as younger generations not only tolerate but
actively embrace these practices, viewing them as integral to their cultural identity. This
trend is evident in numerous communities, where traditional rituals and beliefs are gaining
momentum with remarkable vigor (Awka Diocesan Synod Report, 2022 & 2023). The
inclination of the younger generation towards activities like divination, deity worship, and
participation in traditional cultic groups, including those associated with witchcraft is
concerning (Ngangah, 2020). Rather than mere toleration, these practices are now seen as
worthy endeavors deserving acceptance and preservation, deeply woven into the fabric of
cultural resurgence.

This shift challenges the dominance of Christianity in Igbo society and raises profound
questions about the future of religious and cultural identity. It underscores the complexity
of cultural preservation and highlights the evolving dynamics between traditional beliefs
and modern influences. Moreover, it emphasizes the urgency for the church and Christian
enterprise to engage with these cultural shifts effectively to maintain relevance and address
the concerns of the younger generation. (Emeka, Personal communication, June 1, 2023).
It's distressing to note that a considerable number of the youths embracing the resurgence
of traditional cultural practices in Igbo society were initially baptized into various Christian
denominations. These denominations, which span a spectrum of Christian faiths, have long
been influential in shaping the spiritual and moral outlook of these young individuals. The
observation underscores a significant shift in allegiance away from Christianity towards the
revival of traditional values. This trend is notable for its implications on the fabric of Igbo
society, where Christianity has historically held sway over religious and moral discourse.
The fact that baptized youths are now turning towards traditional practices suggests a
profound reevaluation of their spiritual identity and cultural heritage. It also signifies a
growing dissatisfaction or disillusionment with the teachings and values propagated by

Christianity.

Revival of Indigenous Beliefs among Igbo Youth: Challenges to Christianity and
Cultural Identity

The resurgence of indigenous beliefs and customs, particularly among the youth in Igbo

society, is evident in the growing popularity of traditional religious groups like ‘odinani’
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and 'ukaodinani.' This trend signals a shift away from Christianity, with many young
individuals questioning its influence on their culture and religious practices. They perceive
Christianity as having eroded their traditional values and practices, leading them to seek a
reconnection with their cultural heritage (Njoku, Personal Communication, May 12, 2023).
The rise of Uka Odinala, especially among young Igbo individuals, underscores this desire
to reclaim traditional religious practices perceived as more aligned with their values and
culture. For some, Christianity is viewed as a foreign imposition, prompting a rejection in
favor of indigenous beliefs (Njoku, Personal Communication, May 12, 2023). This trend
reflects a growing curiosity among the youth towards their ancestral religious practices,

posing a significant challenge to the Christian faith in the region.

Scholars such as Ngangah support this observation, highlighting that ukaodinani aims to
revive and promote traditional Igbo religious practices. These practices include ancestor
veneration, divination, and the performance of traditional ceremonies and rituals.
Furthermore, ukaodinani emphasizes the importance of traditional values like respect for
elders, community cohesion, and environmental stewardship (Ngangah, 2020). Such
scholarly perspectives lend credence to the notion that the resurgence of indigenous beliefs
among the youth is not merely a passing trend but a meaningful cultural and spiritual

movement.

Moreover, the revival of traditional religious practices among the youth is intertwined with
broader socio-cultural dynamics, including a desire for cultural autonomy and a rejection
of colonial legacies. The younger generation seeks to assert their cultural identity and
reclaim agency over their religious and spiritual lives, challenging dominant narratives
imposed by colonial forces (Njoku, Personal Communication, May 12, 2023). Hence, the
resurgence of indigenous beliefs and customs, particularly among the youth in Igbo society,
represents a multifaceted phenomenon driven by a desire to reconnect with cultural
heritage, assert cultural autonomy, and challenge colonial legacies. This trend poses a
significant obstacle to the Christian faith in the region and underscores the complex
interplay between religion, culture, and identity in contemporary Igbo society. These

challenges are apparently seen in many forms which include:

i. Decline of Christian church attendance
The resurgence of traditional Igbo cultural practices poses a significant challenge to the
dominance of Christianity in Igbo-land, leading to a decline in church attendance and
Christian identification. Nwadialor and Nwokocha (2023) highlight this trend, noting that
the growing cultural revival movement has contributed to the decreasing number of
individuals attending church services in the region. In response to perceived cultural erosion
by Christianity, many Igbo people are turning to traditional religious practices as a means
of promoting and preserving their indigenous culture (Nwadialor & Nwokocha, 2023).
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Anizoba and Aande (2021) further emphasize the negative implications of this cultural
revival movement on the Christian church in Igbo society. As more individuals embrace
traditional religious beliefs and customs, the influence of the Christian church has waned,
resulting in a decline in church attendance and a decrease in the number of people
identifying as Christians. This shift is particularly evident among the youth demographic,
as highlighted in successive synod reports of the Anglican diocese of Awka (Awka
Diocesan Synod Report, 2022 & 2023).

The decline in church attendance across the dioceses is attributed to the resurgence of
cultural traditions, which are increasingly appealing to young people seeking to reconnect
with their heritage (Awka Diocesan Synod Report, 2022 & 2023). This cultural revival
movement represents a broader societal shift away from Christian dominance towards
reclamation of indigenous beliefs and practices. As a result, the Christian church in Igbo
land is grappling with the challenge of retaining its relevance and influence in the face of
growing interest in traditional spirituality and cultural identity. Nwuba and Chinyere (2020)
further agreed that his cultural revival movement has led to a decline in church attendance
in some areas, as some people are choosing to attend traditional Igbo religious ceremonies
and festivals instead of church services. This is seen by some as a rejection of Christianity

and a return to traditional religious practices.

ii. Syncretism in Igbo Christianity
Also, the resurgence of traditional religious customs in Igbo land has led to the emergence
of syncretism, which refers to a state of religious confusion and crisis where traditions of
different religions are mixed and practiced arbitrarily and associated together to the extent
of betraying Christian ideals. (Okoro, 2018). The researcher has observed a notable increase
in the proliferation of a syncretic movement known as wukaOmenala in various Igbo
communities, including Agulu, Mbaukwu, Nibo, Nanka, Nnewi, and other significant
localities. This movement is committed to revitalizing and conserving Igbo cultural
heritage, integrating traditional aspects into contemporary life and Christian observance.
Unfortunately, this blending of traditions has led to a state of dual allegiance and syncretism
among its adherents, creating a perplexing state of religious fusion. (Personal observation,
2023). This has caused a loss of clear definitions of Christian faith and confusion about
what it means to be a Christian, making it difficult to maintain the integrity of Christian
beliefs and practices among many Igbo Christians and leading to confusion about the
doctrines and nature of Christian faith. However, the assimilation of beliefs and practices
that are not yet in harmony with Christian teachings, like ancestor worship or divination,

may result in the weakening or misrepresentation of Christian teachings and practices.
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iii. Religious Intolerance and conflict

The resurgence of traditional religious practices in Igboland has led to instances of religious
intolerance, where adherents of these traditional beliefs discriminate against Christians,
creating a hostile environment for those who do not follow traditional customs (Nwadialor
& Nwokocha, 2023). This reality is exemplified by ongoing conflicts between the Roman
Catholic Church and some members of the Awka community, where friction arises between
indigenous individuals upholding traditional practices and the church (Awka Diocesan
Synod Report, 2022 & 2023). These confrontations exacerbate religious intolerance,
leading to social discrimination, exclusion, and restrictions on religious freedom, especially
for Christians who do not adhere to traditional beliefs (Nwuba & Chinyere, 2020). This
situation represents an attack on Christianity within Igbo society, highlighting the
challenges posed by the revival of traditional religious practices.

The conflicts between the Roman Catholic Church and indigenous individuals in Awka
serve as a microcosm of broader tensions arising from the resurgence of traditional religious
customs (Ngangah, 2020). These tensions not only strain relations between different
religious groups but also threaten the social fabric of communities, undermining the
principles of religious freedom and tolerance (Okoro, 2018). As traditional beliefs gain
prominence, there is a risk of marginalizing those who adhere to Christianity or other faiths,
perpetuating divisions and fostering an environment of intolerance and discrimination
(Njoku, Personal Communication, May 12, 2023). Addressing these challenges requires a
concerted effort to promote understanding, respect, and dialogue among diverse religious
communities, fostering a spirit of coexistence and mutual respect in the face of cultural and

religious diversity (Nnatuanya, 2022).

iv. Unethical and deadly rituals among Igbo youth
Painfully, it has also been observed that the recent prevailing unethical and deadly rituals
among Igbo youth are also on the rise amidst the sudden rise of ‘cultural revival' in the
society. Many young people now perceive traditional religious practices and beliefs as more
effective in achieving success and prosperity than Christianity. This has led to diverse
deadly rituals (both for quick wealth and power) among Igbo youths. (Chukwudebelu,
2021). This scenario is characterized by an ongoing surge of Igbo youths congregating in
Oba, situated in the Idemili North Local Government of Anambra. These youths are seeking
spiritual empowerment, engaging in money-related rituals, and participating in sacrifices
under the umbrella of the "Okeite ritual." This ritual is orchestrated and facilitated by a
young indigenous healer named ChukwudozieNwangwu, who is commonly referred to as
"AkwaOkukoTiwaraki." On a daily basis, ChukwudozieNwangwu interacts with a sizable
crowd, estimated to be around 50 to 100 individuals, primarily comprising of youths.
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Additionally, there is a waiting list of over 200 individuals who aspire to consult him for
diverse reasons. As a consequence, Oba village has transformed into a kind of focal point,
attracting these youths who are openly acknowledging the effectiveness of this new facet
of traditional practice. This trend stands in contrast to the conventional reliance on Christian
doctrines and teachings, emphasizing faith in God. (Personal Observation).

Confirming this trend, Nnatuanya (2022), also observed that:
Oke-ite ritual is a charm prepared with different animals, including dog, elephants,
monkeys and often times human parts may be involved. The preparation involves
the use of different types of herbs, roots and other ritual materials with the
combination of different kinds of drinks. (P.49).

He went on to identify (among other factors) this recent rise of traditional religious practices

as a major factor responsible for such a deadly ritual among Igbo youth. According to him,

There are numerous reasons why the present youths have ventured into the Oke-ite
charm, but prominent among them are quest for quick wealth, laziness, lack of
employment opportunities, lack of fear of God, and promotion of idolatry in the
name of cultural revival among many other factors. (P.50).

Hence, in line with the above, it is becoming more obvious that the resurgence of traditional
religious activities is now presenting significant social challenges for both the Christian
church and the Igbo community.

V. Criminal Activities

Undoubtedly, it is evident that certain criminal syndicates exploit traditional religious
customs as a guise for their illicit operations. In contemporary Igbo-land, a troubling trend
has emerged wherein the resurgence of traditional religious practices coincides with a surge
in criminal activities. This nexus is particularly pronounced in the activities of criminal
organizations known as "Unknown Gun Men" operating in various regions of Igbo-land
and Nigeria at large. These groups often utilize the cloak of traditional religious rituals to
conceal their nefarious endeavors and evade detection. Consequently, there is a growing
apprehension surrounding the escalation of crime, which is intricately linked with the
revival of traditional religious customs. Nkwo-Akpolu (2023) has this to say:

The term “unknown gunmen” is a catch-word for the criminal gangs carrying out

frequent bouts of attacks on police and Independent National Electoral Commission

(INEC) facilities, killing and abducting citizens across that part of the country. The

criminals stepped up their attacks on the South East states despite military

operations against their hideouts. (P.1).
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However, there is a belief that the activities of these unknown gunmen may be linked to a
resurgence of traditional religious practices, including idolatry, in the region. This is
because traditional religious practices in Igbo culture involve the worship of deities and the
use of charms or amulets for protection or spiritual power and have thus been patronized

by criminals.

Confirming the threat posed by this traditionally religiously motivated criminal gang to
Christianity and the Igbo community at large, Eleweke (2022) observed that the governor
of Anambra State, Prof. Chukwuma Charles Soludo, on declaring a 6-to-6-hour curfew on
the communities affected by the activities of this criminal gang in the state, stated that the
people of the South-East, especially Anambrarians, are predominantly Christians. But with
this gang, idolatry is back with a vengeance. The Governor alleged that they forcefully try
to convert people, especially the young ones, to idolatry by initiating them into cults and
swearing oaths to their deities with the promise of invincibility. Consequently, these youths
join them as members and informants (P.2). He further averred:
What has agitation got to do with kidnappings including kidnapping of priests of
God, invasion of churches and tabernacles including desecration of the Altars of
God? Why is it that everywhere they gather and, in every camp, they operate, there
is a Deity/idol to which they routinely offer blood in sacrifice? From accounts of
those kidnapped and later freed the stench of dead bodies in the camps cry up to
heaven. (P.3).

The governor emphasized that spilling of the blood of the innocent is considered an
abomination by our culture and by our Christian religion. Hence, these evil criminals kill
and harvest human organs for rituals and human sacrifice to idols in their so-called camps.
(P.4).

Conclusion

The resurgence of traditional religious practices among the youth in Igbo society presents
profound challenges to both Christianity and the cultural identity of the community. This
cultural revival signifies a significant departure from the dominance of Christianity and
reflects a growing desire among the younger generation to reconnect with their ancestral
heritage. However, this trend also poses complex challenges that must be addressed to
ensure the preservation of social cohesion, religious tolerance, and ethical values in Igbo
society. The decline in Christian church attendance, the emergence of syncretism, instances
of religious intolerance and conflict, unethical rituals among Igbo youth, and the link
between traditional religious practices and criminal activities underscore the multifaceted
nature of the challenges faced by the Christian church and the broader Igbo community. To

navigate these challenges effectively, it is imperative to adopt a holistic approach that
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promotes religious tolerance, preserves cultural heritage, and fosters social cohesion. This
requires active engagement with the youth to understand their motivations and concerns, as
well as meaningful dialogue between religious leaders, community stakeholders, and
government institutions.

Additionally, efforts should be made to address underlying socio-economic factors such as
unemployment and lack of opportunities, which contribute to the vulnerability of youth to
unethical practices and criminal exploitation. Investing in education, skill development, and
community empowerment programs can help mitigate these challenges and promote a sense
of hope and belonging among the youth.

Furthermore, there is a need for concerted action to counter the narrative of idolatry and
violence associated with traditional religious practices. This entails promoting a nuanced
understanding of indigenous beliefs and customs that emphasizes their cultural significance
and positive aspects while rejecting harmful practices that violate ethical and moral
principles. Ultimately, the journey towards building a harmonious and inclusive society in
Igbo land requires collective efforts to embrace diversity, promote mutual respect, and
uphold universal values of justice, compassion, and solidarity. By addressing the challenges
posed by the resurgence of traditional beliefs with empathy, understanding, and
collaboration, Igbo society can forge a path toward a more prosperous and resilient future
for generations to come.
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