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Abstract 
Gender inequality is one of the prevalent forms of societal problems 

hindering the progress of African societies and this is hinged on the rigid 

customs and traditions of the people. The intersection of culture, religion, 

and gender in the context of African philosophy has produced a clash 

between women’s right to non-discrimination and their right to freedom 

of religious practice because gender roles are primarily constructed 

through religion, and culture. The central argument of this paper is that 

gender relations from the standpoint of African religion are 

complementary. It aims at demystifying gender stereotypes that Construe 

African religion as strictly masculine and supports cultural practices that 

hinders women from participating fully in the development of 

contemporary Africa.  
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Introduction 

Gender discrimination is prevalent in the vast majority of institutionalized 

religion. It is evident that the status of women in religion is a composite of 

many variables, often casually independent of each other. Consequently, a 

woman’s status may be low or near equality in one and may surpass that of 

men in another. Thus the generalization that gender inequality is a 

prevalent practice in all societies of Africa is baseless because each religion 

has its own parameter for measuring the status of women. In the case of 

African religion gender relations are complementary contrary to the 
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unequal, superior and inferior relationship generally believed to be the case 

between men and women in other religions. Despite this vantage position 

they hold on the religious sphere, a careful examination of African society 

reveals a male dominated society where women are subservient to men. 

 

An examination of the status of women in African society reveals a set 

pattern of thoughts which is intricately connected with the people’s cultural 

worldview. African culture has set mold of beliefs and values for women 

which are not taken lightly neither are they negotiable. Gender relations in 

Africa has a bearing on familial lines which assigns roles to both sex makes 

the household duties a woman’s principal responsibility. Traditionally, an 

African woman is one who should devote all her energies towards the 

“physical and spiritual well-being of her family”. This traditional role 

ascribed to women in African society has made gender equality a difficult 

task to achieve. The ideology that women must be submissive to their 

husbands, their community, and the Supreme Being is regarded as the 

greatest barrier to freedom of self-actualization. This belief is strongly 

supported by religion which clearly shows that the status of women 

religiously is no different from the cultural status quo. This paper presents 

African religious stance on gender as diffused liberalism which exalts 

women on the one hand presenting them on equal status to men while on 

the other hand requires them to be totally submissive to their leadership 

roles.  

 

Theoretical framework 

African cosmological account often submit that God, the Supreme Being 

created the world and the first humans as male and female though the exact 

methods differ from one locality to another.1(Mbiti, 1991). Their 

cosmologies and rituals display a generally positive attitude which gives 

both sexes secular and religious power. This negates the belief that African 

religion support the cultural belief that women were created inferior to men 

and therefore should be treated as subordinates. This view is buttressed by 
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Akyempong and Obeng citing the Asante of Ghana whose concept of 

gender roles is hinged on the belief that power is available to all persons 

irrespective of gender. This belief is reinforced in the predominance of the 

matriarchal family dynamics of the Asante2 (N-Akyeampong, Emmanuel 

and Pashington Obeng. 1995. “Spirituality, Gender, and Power in Asante 

History.” International Journal of African Historical Studies 28(3): 481–

508.) 

 

In African Religious sphere capabilities and responsibilities of men and 

women are not always biologically determined rather it becomes a space 

for engagement by both sexes to showcase their spiritual endowment and 

competence. Gender roles assigned to men and women are significantly 

defined structurally and culturally in ways which reinforces, and 

perpetuates complementary dependency. This has become a space which 

African women are seriously harnessing in order to prove their relevance 

in a male dominated world. Unfortunately, the status women occupy in 

African society are premised on claims of innate predispositions. This 

conditioning and stereotyping has the effect of questioning the capability 

of girls and women to perform certain tasks resulting in fixed role 

expectations ascribed to them by society. This is aptly described by Gloria 

Chuku: 

 

Everything about her socialization as a girl was built around 

marriage and procreation.  The girl was taught how to cook 

and provide domestic services to her husband. She was also 

trained in her mother’s trade or sent away as an apprentice to 

learn other trades that would enable her to take care of her 

children when the time comes.3(Chuku, G. (2013) 

“Nwanyibuife Flora Nwapa, Igbo Culture and Women’s 

Studies” in Gloria Chuku (ed.), Igbo Intellectual Tradition: 

Creative conflict in African Diaspora Thought (pp.248-266). 

New York: Palgrave Macmillan)   
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The degree of religious independence women enjoy in ritual space of 

African religion if extended to other sphere of life is believed will serve as 

a major stage in bridging inequalities and fostering self-esteem and well-

being for them in a male dominated society. This paper addresses the issue 

of gender inequalities by looking at ways in which the cultural repertoire 

in the religious sphere which allow for the exploration of gender can 

contribute to women’s empowerment in African societies. The 

methodology for this study are phenomenological, historical with data 

from books and oral interviews. 

 

Status of Women In African Society: An overview 

Despite Africa’s exposure to civilization and modernization there are still 

firm belief in cultural and religious practices which shapes their worldview. 

Africans still hold to the prism that women are subservient to men in all 

ramifications. The traditional laws are more favorable to men while it is 

stringent on women. For example, cases where women are sentenced to 

death on the basis of adultery or pregnancy outside of marriage, while the 

men involved were acquitted for lack of evidence.4 (see Akinseye-George 

97, Akinseye-George, Y. Justice Sector Reform and Human Rights in 

Nigeria. Abuja: Centre for Socio-Legal Studies, 2009.). It is safe to 

conclude that African women are born into societies where they are often 

powerless to change their own realities nor attain their full potentials based 

on lopsided laws. The status of African women will always be low 

compared to men based on their subjection to rigid cultural practices which 

place them at a disadvantaged position such as early marriage which 

truncates their education, inheritance laws which denies females of any 

inheritance, Widowhood practices that deny women social and economic 

rights, Female genital mutilations and the preference of male above female 

children. The continued invocation of culture, sexuality and religion in 

order to treat women unequally is under constant well-grounded criticism 

by Human rights activists, and feminist movements who have identified 

them as discriminative and demeaning5 (see Akinseye-George 97, 
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Akinseye-George, Y. Justice Sector Reform and Human Rights in Nigeria. 

Abuja: Centre for Socio-Legal Studies, 2009.) In African societies the 

glaring gaps between men and women which makes it difficult for women 

to perform to their full potential can be examined from two interlocking 

perspectives classified as the private and public space. 

 

In the private space, based on the socio-cultural pattern of Africans the girl 

child is owned from birth until her death first by her family and then by her 

husband leaving little or no room for personal desires and choices. Total 

Submission to the wishes of her parents and husband at all times makes her 

the ideal woman which the Yoruba’s refer to as Obirin rere. Fatherhood 

gives her father the right to make decisions on her behalf while the act of 

marriage gives the husband full ownership of the woman.6 (Arisi, Regina. 

Cultural Violence and the Nigerian Woman. African Research Review. 

2011.). In situations where a bride price is paid, this gives legitimacy to his 

ownership of the woman both in body and estate and this is why the 

African woman usually refer to their husbands as my master as in the 

context of a master-servant relationship.7 (N-The Yoruba women refer to 

their husbands as “olowo ori mi” meaning "the one who paid my bride 

price"). Society teaches her to be submissive in all situations to her husband 

for this will ensure the success of their marriage even if it’s an abusive 

relationship.8 (Aluko 19, Aluko, T. "Keeping the Feminist Goal Alive in 

the 21st Century: An Assessment of the Impact of Policies and Initiatives 

in the Nigerian experience." Journal of Arts and Culture 1.1 (2006): 19-23.). 

This mentality has helped fuel domestic violence which takes many forms 

including physical, sexual, emotional, and mental claiming the lives of 

many women.9 (Oyediran, K.A. and Isiugo-Absniher, U. “Perception of 

Nigerian women on domestic violence”. African Journal of Reproductive 

Health, 2005). 

 

Furthermore, the traditional division of labor places more work load on 

women compared to men. They are usually saddled with the responsibility 
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of the household tasks such as cooking, cleaning, and childcare. They are 

also responsible for a large share of agricultural work, thereby contributing 

their quota to the upkeep of the family. The very heavy arduous task which 

women perform to ensure family subsistence makes them a victim of 

domestic servitude and allows them little or no time to pursue any personal 

ambition. Despite all the efforts put in by the woman to sustain the home 

this does not guarantee that she will inherit any property after the death of 

her husband despite the fact that she has been his lifelong partner. 

However, while she cannot inherit, she could be inherited after the demise 

of the husband by any of her husband’s relations based on the belief that 

traditionally wives of the deceased were part of his property.  

 

Another problem women face in the private space is their inability to 

control their sexuality; within the confines of the bedroom sex is 

exclusively the prerogative of the husband. In providing a justification for 

this African sexual rules are considered as concluded issues handed down 

by religion and society. Thus there is no flexible room for change or 

modification.  Consequently, any attempt to challenge or alter these laid 

down sexual norms and traditions is perceived as a taboo or an open 

invitation to social chaos and moral anarchy. This makes it difficult if not 

impossible for many African women despite civilization to express 

themselves sexually among their pairs and most importantly to their 

spouses. This often leads to sexual frustration in many marriages. Indeed, 

the few who are bold enough to raise and discuss the subject are viewed 

with suspicion and mistrust. They are usually labelled with derogatory 

terms by both men and women in the society. Obviously, with the 

advancement in civilization, the big burden placed by sexual tradition on 

African women; has become inimical to the evolution of African sexuality, 

particularly in the area of the candid discussions on sexual issues between 

couples (which helps to enhance sexual relations). It has also denied 

African women a worthy self-esteem compared to their male counterparts 

since they are dominated sexually. Therefore, sexuality in this sense 
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cannot be regarded as pleasurable or an expressions of love. If there is any 

pleasure to be derived at all, it is for the husband. Thus the role of women 

in marriage is to satisfy their husband’s sexual gratification 

unconditionally, and to produce children. Any deviation from this norm 

is faced with stigmatization10 (Sanday, Peggy Reeves. Female power and 

male dominance: On the origins of sexual inequality: New York: 

Cambridge University Press; 1981, pp.92.).  This has led to sexual 

frustration for many women who are suffering in silence. 

 

Limitations on women’s functions in the public space is also based on local 

gender constructs which claims that women are supposed to be seen and 

not heard. Politically, the history of African women in governance is a 

composite of many variables. For example, in Pre-colonial Africa women 

enjoyed a favourable status. In this era they were not marginalized for 

their sexuality and thus attained high political positions in a patrilineal 

society. Thus, they functioned at different levels politically; there were 

kings such as Yeyenisewu in Ado-Ekiti who ruled in the 16th century, Eye 

Aro in Akure who ruled in the 15th century, and Queen Amina from the 

15th to the 16th century.11 (N(Taiwo Makinde, “Motherhood as a source of 

empowerment of women” in The Yoruba in Transition: History, Values 

and Modernity, eds. Toyin Falola, Ann Genova (Durham: Carolina 

Academic Press, 2007), 171.) There were also numerous female chiefs who 

were deeply involved in traditional governance. For example in the old 

Ibadan kingdom, the title of Iyalode was created in the 1850s to reward 

Madam Subuola who used to assist the warriors.12 (Falola 1984:108-109; 

Falola, T. (1984). “The Political System of Ibadan”. in the 19th Century” in 

Ade Ajayi, J.F. and Ikare, B. (eds) Evolution of Political Culture in Nigeria, 

Ibadan: University Press Limited.). 

 

However, with the coming of the colonial masters this marked the 

beginning of the fall of African women. Colonial politics and statutes were 

clearly sexist and biased against women. Their powers were continuously 
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eroded as few women were offered political or administrative positions this 

led to opposition, most famous of this was the case of the Abeokuta 

women's revolt in Nigeria also known as the Egba women’s tax riot.13(N- 

Judith A. Byfield Meridians, Taxation, women, and the colonial state: Egba 

Women Tax Revolt. Vol. 3, No. 2 (2003), pp. 250-277.  Published by: Duke 

University Press). The revolt was slightly successful as this led to the 

appointment of three women into the house of chiefs In 1950’s namely: 

Western House of Chiefs--Chief (Mrs) Olufunmilayo Ransome Kuti, 

Eastern House of Chiefs--Chief (Mrs) Margaret Ekpo and Chief Mrs Janet 

Ekpo. After independence, the first and second generations of African 

administrations largely failed to return traditional powers to women but 

rather chose to solidify the status quo established by colonialists. Despite 

much oppositions by women the chauvinistic tendencies of their male 

counterparts have made it nearly impossible for them to have any 

meaningful impact in governance till date. This was particularly evident in 

the Nigerian situation during the military rule where women were 

completely denied any position of authority in governance. In this era 

women have come to the realization that bridging the wide gap in political 

inequality is essential to the formation of a democratically sustainable 

society which aspires to social justice and human rights. Hence they have 

intensified their demands for inclusive governance. They know that politics 

determines the allocation of all resources of the society and that their 

alienation from it means their interest and that of their children would not 

be adequately represented. 

 

Educationally, a large percentage of African women are illiterates. The 

cultural perception of women, by both men and women themselves, have 

often suppressed the development or advancement of women. The poor 

response of parents to formal education of their daughters is based on the 

conception that they are minors in the society. It is believed that the only 

form of education a woman needs is embedded in the cultural education 

which is aimed at character development, development of intent and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abeokuta_Women%27s_Revolt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abeokuta_Women%27s_Revolt
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physical skills, preparation for motherhood and promotion of cultural 

heritage.14 (Lawal 2005: 129, Lawal, B.O. (2005). African Traditional 

Education: Nigerian Experience, in Oguntomisin G.O and Edo V.O (Eds) 

African Culture and Civilization, Ibadan: GSP, University of Ibadan.)  It is 

largely assumed that educating women would make them too independent 

and this could alter the cultural perception of who and what is expected of 

them in the society. It is culturally accepted that the basic responsibilities of 

a woman are to look after the house, bring up children, and cater to their 

husband's needs anything short of this is regarded as anti-womanhood.15 

(Adetunji 2001:106, Adetunji, H.A. (2001). “Re-Orientating the African 

Woman Today” in Akintude, D.O. (Ed) African Culture and the Quest for 

Women’s Right, Ibadan: Sefer.) This stereotyped roles assigned women by 

religion, culture and society at large encourage the impression that 

education is exclusively the men’s prerogative. Though this stance is 

gradually shifting and girls are increasingly getting some limited 

education, however, boys are often given first claim on whatever limited 

educational opportunities are available. For example, in most rural 

communities where there is extreme poverty domestic and family demands 

are largely placed on girls and women. They are regarded as valuable assets 

for making money through informal economy such as petty trading, 

subsistent farming and early marriages.16  (Ojo, E.D. (2004: 63). “Women 

and the Family” in Lawal, N.S.,Sadiku, M.N.O and Dopamu, A. (Eds) 

Understanding Yoruba Life and Culture, Trenton N.J.: Africa World Press 

Inc.). Consequently, their parents cannot afford the luxury of them 

attending school when they are expected to be at the marketplace. In 

situations where the girl child is compelled to attend school by the 

government they are made to combine schooling with housework and tis 

usually result in poor performance at school. This situation place them in 

inescapable domestic servitude and allows them little or no time to acquire 

formal education. Stromquist describes this gloomy situation aptly when 

he said: 
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The existence of intensive domestic work, coupled with 

conflictual family dynamics, renders literacy an unattainable 

dream for a large number of women and even a dream for 

some of their children, particularly their daughters who early 

in life tend to be assigned the same domestic roles their 

mothers perform.17(Stromquist, Nancy (1990). “Women and 

literacy: promises and constraints”. Media Development, 

1/1990.) The lack of education usually results in low self-

esteem.  

 

Economically, the poor financial capabilities of African women has also 

contributed to their low performance publicly. Despite being the primary 

contributors to the economics of the continent majority of them are living 

below the poverty level.  In rural areas women are responsible for most 

tasks involved in producing food for families, including obtaining water 

and firewood, often across long distances. In urban centers the situation is 

slightly better due to the shift to an economy based on industrialization 

which also favour men more than the women. Many industries prefer to 

deal with the men more than the women. Consequently, women continued 

to be important producers, but often the goods they produced were sold by 

their fathers, husbands, or brothers. The belief that men are entitled to the 

income from women’s work has not entirely died out in modern Africa. 

Since independence, the differences between men and women’s roles have 

become even greater as a result of various laws. For example, Among 

the Hausa of northern Nigeria, married women are required by religious 

law to stay inside their homes. Some manage to run trading 

businesses, though, by using their children to carry messages and goods. In 

the southern part of Nigeria laws are more liberal compared to the north 

women are allowed to work but often divide their time between trading 

and farming. In employment, they are concentrated in semi-skilled and 

unskilled and low paid Jobs. The Elite women who wish to improve their 

legal and economic status must expect to lose honour and respect18 (Obbe, 
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1980, Obbe, C. (1980), African Women: Their Struggle for Economic 

Independence, London, Zed Books).  Differential access to educational and 

training opportunities have led to low proportions of women in the formal 

sector and their concentration in low paid production jobs with limited 

career prospects. There is often sexism in job promotions and unpleasant 

consequences if women stand up to men. There is often more respect for 

male professionals (even from women themselves) than there is for female. 

Consequently, women have lagged behind men economically and this has 

greatly affected their participation in politics. However, as elsewhere in the 

developing world, things are slowly changing for women in Africa. More 

women are joining the formal sector of the economy (especially the public 

sector), more women can be found in the management hierarchy, more 

women are moving into professions so far dominated by men, and more 

women are becoming self-employed. 

 

Religiously, in this respect the leading role of women in fundamental rituals 

especially with regards to the life cycle such as birthing, puberty, marriage, 

funeral and mortuary rights cannot be overemphasized. This makes the 

religious sphere one of the long-established institutions in which African 

women have substantive control. Within these contexts, the leadership 

skills and knowledge of women is created, validated and transmitted. 

Women officiates such as priestesses, spirit mediums, prophetesses are 

quite common in traditional African religion. Acting in this capacity they 

are able to act as seers for their communities. The Yoruba ritual song below 

show the extent of female power in African traditional religion.19 Ajikobi, 

Dimeji (what does an African new woman want? Ark Publications. Ikeja, 

Lagos. 1999: 62-63) 

Ka ma de pe obirin o mawo  

Awo mejilelogun l’ obirin mo 

Meji to le lori e re e t’ okunrin 

Gbogbo ogun yooku t’ obinrin ni 

We should not say women are un-informed about esoteric cults. 
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They are initiated into twenty-two (esoteric) cults 

Only the last two are known to men 

The remaining twenty belong to the women fold 

As seen from the above, there is a general consensus that the status of 

women in contemporary Africa requires drastic improvement. However, it 

would be unjust to accuse African Indigenous cultures of maintaining 

gender discrimination for two basic reasons: firstly, gender relations in 

Africa is not a rigid practice of female inferiority as painted by many 

feminist authors both western and African citing the traditional Igbo society 

of Southeast Nigeria as a case study.20 (N- Ify Amadiume’s (1987) Male 

daughters, female husbands: gender and sex in an African society. London: 

Zed Books Lt, pp. 58.).  

 

Secondly, culture is not static but rather it is dynamic though it can be 

conservative.21 (N-Inglehart Ronald., Baker Wayne. E. (2000). 

Modernization, cultural change, and the persistence of traditional values. 

American sociological review. 65(1):19-51). For example, women in urban 

areas are gradually resisting oppressive cultural practices through feminist 

movements and human rights groups.22 (N-GADN (Gender and 

Development Network). 2013. Achieving Gender Equality and Women’s 

Empowerment in the Post-2015 Framework. GADN, London), Taking into 

consideration how these women respond to gender inequality may help 

generate an even more nuanced understanding of the dynamics of culture 

in relation to how gender ideologies operate in practice, thus avoiding 

painting women as hopeless victims of patriarchy. 

 

Struggle for Gender Equality in African Traditional Religion 

Gender discrimination is prevalent in the vast majority of institutionalized 

religions, where it is left undisturbed or tackled. It is no gainsaying that the 

male domination of religion limit women’s role within a religion, both in 

their doctrine and ability to be office holders. Perhaps the greatest problem 

is that most women especially in Africa do not challenge the fundamental 
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gender roles that subordinate them to males and gives power primarily to 

men. If religion and women’s rights is accepted in society as clashing and 

mutually exclusive, without making efforts at resolving the conflict then, 

there is a danger that gender equality will not be fully realized and an 

important part of women’s lives left unacknowledged, unprotected and 

unfulfilled.  

 

In recent times the status of women in African religion is constantly 

evolving to a more prestigious stance. Women are conscious of the need to 

play not just complementary roles alone but become crusaders of a new 

religious heritage befitting the new world order. The emerging religiosity 

of modern society does not view institutionalized religion and religiosity as 

identical. A growing number of women in every religious community is in 

search of a tolerant creed to further human understanding beyond an 

exclusionary, intolerant institutional religiosity.   

 

The following are ways in which women are demanding for a paradigm 

shift: firstly, female practitioners are more emboldened in demanding equal 

recognition from their male counterparts on the premise of divine 

provision. The recognition given to women by the Supreme Being since 

inception of the world means that they hold a valuable status which men 

are expected to respect. Female suzerainty at the creation of the world is 

attested to in Odu Osa Meji where it is said that Olodumare gave woman 

(Odu) control on the condition that she use her enormous powers with care 

and discretion. Olodumare also compelled that whatever may happen men 

should always incorporate women in all their endeavors.23 (Verger 

1965:143, Pierre Verger, ‘Grandeur et decadence du culte de Iyami 

Osoronga (ma mere la sorciere) chez les Yoruba’. Journal de la societe des 

Africanistes XXXV (1): 141-243.). The divine superiority of women is also 

reinforced in Odu Irete through the Cosmogonical marriage of Orunmilla to 

Odu who is believed to hold the knowledge of the oracles and divination. It 
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is Odu who gave Orunmilla the 'Awo', which is the secret power to control 

the ‘Ase'.  

 

This is the basic reason why women are included in all ritual cults even 

those described as strictly masculine cults have at least one powerful female 

member. A classic example of this is the Egungun cult where the Alaagba 

and Iya Agon (male and female titles) share equal status of authority. The 

realization that women are fundamental to their success and if sidelined 

can be a hindrance to their progress both physically and spiritually is a 

germane tool employed for gender advocacy and equality. 

 

The dual personality ascribed to women is also a negotiating factor for 

gender equality. Africans believe that women can be both cool and hot at 

the same time. Her outward calm nature is never mistaken for cowardice 

rather serves as a covering for an inner masculine aggressiveness which is 

only displayed when threatened or provoked hence the Yoruba adage “esu 

lobirin” meaning “women are tricksters like Esu”.  This unpredictable and 

contradictory nature makes men wary of them at all times. This belief is 

corroborated by Odu Ifa Osetura: 

 

Akere finu sogbon 

Ni oruko ti an pe Ifa iran 

Ija gidigidi ko kan agba 

Eniti Olorun ba ni agba 

Baba lama pe 

Adifa fun Osetura ti o ma ti kere 

Gba agba lowo olodunmerinlogun  

The small one whose mind is full of wisdom 

Is the name we call Ifa iran 

Violent scuffles has nothing to do with old age 

He who the god’s ordain as elder we call father 

Ifa divination was performed for Osetura  
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Who performed a fatherly role despite his small age24(Axosu Agelogbagan 

Agbovi, (2013) Iwe fun Odu Ifa: Ancient Afrikan Sacred Text. (Kilombo 

Restoration and Healing Publications). Pp. 510-520. 

 

The Odu specifically says that if women are not given honor and respect 

then they can be angry and destroy the world. If a woman wants to capture 

power from a man she can use 201 tricks that are intrinsic to all females and 

an additional 50 tricks after which man’s power will be theirs if they desire 

it. The lives of all males are in the hands of women. If a husband is to 

succeed it depends on the wife. The success of the family also depends on 

her. The Odu warns that men should not devalue women. The socio-

cultural pattern of the people also corroborates this from the home front 

husband and wife relations. In African society a woman after long years of 

marriage becomes the bedrock of the home. This is in recognition of her 

endurance and tenacity at holding the home intact despite all odds. At this 

stage She metamorphosis from ordinary wife (iyawo) to iya wa (our mother) 

and addressed personally by all members of the family including the 

husband as ma’ami (my mother).  

 

The natural fear that men have for women when it comes to secrecy is 

another area women are exploiting in the struggle for power.25 (Olupona, 

Jacob K (ed.) 1991 African Traditional Religions in Contemporary Society. 

New York: Paragon House. Pp212.) Africans perceive a fundamental 

difference characteristically between male and females in the ability to 

conceal secrets. For example the Yoruba stress this distinction in the adage 

“Inu obirin jin” this simply means “women are more secretive than men”. 

This belief is buttressed by the Odu Ifa Ogbe Iwori. This describes how a 

king lost his life for revealing the mysteries of the Oro cult to his wife and 

warns men that revealing secret will bring destruction. The inscrutable 

secretive nature of women commands respect for them and validates their 

possession of the ase. It is believed that the concentration of the vital force 

(ase) in women creates extraordinary potential that can manifest itself in 
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both positive and negative ways. It manifests positively when used in 

invoking blessing. For example, it is believed that the power of a mother to 

evoke blessings or curses upon her children by the virtue of motherhood is 

a very potent force. This is why Africans regard mothers as a “god”. This 

belief is typified in the Yoruba adage “orisa bi iya kosi” therefore children 

are expected to accord their mothers the same respect giving to the gods. 

Her mystical powers can also be used negatively when operating as a witch. 

This mystical power is greatly dreaded in African society.  It is believed that 

when angered they unleash their wrath of destruction on their victims 

resulting in all forms of maladies. Their wrath can only be placated after 

sacrifices are made unto them.26 (Jacob Kehinde Olupona 2000 African 

Spirituality: Forms, Meanings, and Expressions. The Crossroad Publishing 

Company, New York. Pp.45.). The secretive nature of women is a primary 

manifestation of feminine power. 

 

From the above it is obvious that African women in the new world are 

poised to put gender equality on the religious agenda. It is only when 

women start assuming the right to define for themselves the parameters of 

their own identity and stop accepting unconditionally and without 

question what is presented as tradition then will they be able to effectively 

make positive impact. The belief that women should be seen and not heard 

is not in tandem with the Cosmogonical plans of the Supreme Being for 

African religion. What African women desire is the opportunity to use, to 

the full extent, their capabilities to nurture and enrich the religion. 

 

African Traditional Religion and Gender: Benefits for African Women 

One of the negative effects of Colonization is the introduction of westerner 

culture which is totally opposed to African culture. Western culture 

introduced the separation between the secular and religious while in 

African society all institutions derive their validity from religion. In pre-

colonial Africa women enjoyed the exalted status given them by the 

Supreme Being. They featured prominently in all sphere of the society. 
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There was no form of discrimination based on gender. Consequently, the 

status of women today in African society is a product of foreign 

culture/mentality.  

 

Religion is a pervasive influence throughout cultures and societies. Its 

power is not limited to monolithic religious societies but extends to 

pluralistic societies and those known as secular nations, like Nigeria. In 

third world countries like Nigeria the role of religion cannot be 

overestimated. For example, religion provides ways for people to deal with 

the hardships experienced in life both economically and politically and 

often promises a better life. It also serves as a uniting force for populations 

in their resistance of unjust, corrupt or ineffective governments and 

provides an identity for minority groups that otherwise don’t fit in. Thus 

religious institutions play a vital role in the cultivation and realization of all 

rights, not merely religious rights.27 (Witte and Vyver (eds), Religious 

Human Rights in Global Perspective: Religious Perspective (The Hague: 

Kluwer Law International, 1996) at xxxiv.).  

 

Unfortunately, when it comes to gender equality this is not the norm.  Many 

religions including African religion are increasingly paying lip service to 

the concept of gender equality, they do so within the limited concept of 

complementary roles for men and women and deny the applicability of 

substantive gender equality.28 (Fawzy, ‘Muslim Personal Status Law in 

Egypt: The current situation and possibilities of reform through internal 

initiatives’, in Welchman (ed), Women’s Rights & Islamic Family Law: 

Perspectives on Reform (London: Zed Books Ltd, 2004) 24.) The reality is 

that, while the roles are seen as mutually complementary, men and women 

are equal only in terms of dignity and not in status. Despite this African 

women enjoy some level of independence when compared to other 

religions.  
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In African Religious sphere, the realm of ritual has proven versatile for 

displaying to a large extent favorable feminine gender construction this is 

because when it comes to spiritual matters roles are not dependent on 

gender delimitations. Instead emphases is placed on personal inspiration 

orchestrated by divine selection as the true source of power and authority 

rather than institutional hierarchies.  

 

Also the fluidity of the ritual space when it comes to gender construction 

confirms the limitless opportunities women enjoy. For instance, legendary 

goddesses are known to possess "wives" (devotees, votary maids, and 

mediums), just as certain gods do. Some community rulers are considered 

to be "wives" of their affiliate deities, who may be perceived as male or 

female29 (Matory, 1994- Matory, J. Lorand. Sex and the Empire that Is No More: 

Gender and the Politics of Metaphor in Oyo Yoruba Religion. Minneapolis, 

1994.). Similarly, when under the influence of certain deities, some female 

mediums of various religious groups exhibit characteristics generally 

associated with males. For example, while possessed by Ṣango (Elegun 

Ṣango), female mediums become "aggressive" under Ṣango's masculine 

authority. The ritual space is a veritable tool which African women are 

seriously harnessing in order to prove their relevance in a male dominated 

world. Women who are skilled in religious matters usually command 

respect and admiration from society just like their male counterpart. 

Aspects where they feature prominently are evidently displayed during 

worship, rituals and liturgies, aesthetics as well as musical functions 

thereby injecting life, fire and beauty to religion. It is a common sight in 

many African societies to see women function in leadership roles, healing 

practices, spirit possession, fertility rites, goddess worship and divination 

practices.30 (African Indigenous Religious Traditions in Local and Global 

contexts: Perspectives on Nigeria, A Festschrift in Honour of Jacob K 

Olupona. Edited by David O. Ogungbile (2015). Nigeria: Malthouse Press, 

Pp.). 
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Secondly, the western liberalization of sexuality and its primary role fails 

to represent the traditional logic of the African society. African women are 

increasingly aware of the beneficial impacts of traditional religion in 

shaping their perceptions of sex and sexuality in the face of modernization 

and globalization. The African status of women which Europeans consider 

as servile and dominated are actual part of the ideals of our culture. It 

confirms the African preference for areas of specialization for the female 

and the male designed by the Supreme Being. For example, African 

traditional religion through Ifa teaches that the Creator gives each person 

his or her power, authority, and right without subduing one over the other 

and (perhaps) putting men under the rightful care of women as mothers 

and as wives. In exercising the powers associated with these roles African 

women definitely transcends the confines of just been “legal minors” under 

the subjugated control of the male. It can be safe to conclude that the 

authority in the polity is in the custody of men, while women control the 

base of men's public authority through the mystical powers of womanhood.   

 

It may be true that some African men mistreat women as second class 

citizens or as inferior to their male counterparts and claim that they do so 

is in keeping with the customs and traditions of Africa. This practice cannot 

be attributed as a sole preserve of African culture. The ill treatment of 

women is an issue that cuts across cultures and people. Stigmatizing 

African culture for this can be considered as an ignorance of the culture, a 

corruption of the culture or an abuse of the African culture. In many parts 

of Africa it is believed that discrimination against women on the basis of 

gender is wrong and should be treated with respect. There are many 

proverbs, myth and legends which buttress this view but most importantly 

the Ifa corpus which illustrates Olodumare’s stance on male and female 

relations. Odu Osa meji: 

When coming from sky to the Aye 

Women were endowed with no power by Olodumare 

When they arrived at Aye 
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Women asked themselves as to what special power they  

Were endowed with 

Men were cheating the women 

They treated as slaves and cruelly too 

The women they went back to Olodumare to report to him 

Olodumare was moved and pitied them 

He promised them a power that would be greater than that of men 

Olodumare thus gave women power 

He instructed the witches not use the power indiscriminately  

Olodumare endowed women with the power called 

Witchcraft which many of them now use 

 

Similarly, African women have rigidly resisted European permissive 

expression of sexuality which has distorted the traditional role of sex in this 

day and age. For example, African religion forbids the arbitrary use of sex 

and sexuality. African contact with Western societies, which veered 

between cautious and elaborate analyses of sexuality, has so far failed to 

entice Africans into engaging in similar expression of their sexuality. This 

is basically because sex is regarded as a spiritual act only to be engaged in 

by married couples and expressed purposefully for procreation. 

Consequently, it would be difficult if not impossible for Africans to 

legitimize homosexuality which has been legalized in many societies of the 

world. The religious ideals of African religion provides a safe haven against 

such demands. Thus, African sexual rules are considered as concluded 

issues handed down by religion and society, this inhibits any room for 

change or modification. Any attempt to question, challenge or alter these 

laid down sexual norms and traditions is perceived as a taboo or an open 

invitation to social chaos and moral anarchy. Many old traditions and 

customs relating to sexuality have tended to endure. This makes Africa a 

prime example of how traditional culture continues to impact on aspects of 

sexuality despite modernization. African society, based on its religious 

mentality about sex, forbids adultery, homosexuality, masturbation, 
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lesbianism, incest and all other sexual acts that defile the sanctity of Sex. 

They are not only regarded as sexual immoralities, they are also conceived 

as sin against God, and society at large. This means that African sexuality 

is one of the most respected world-wide for its sanctity. African women are 

benefitting from the ideals of African religion in an age when sexuality and 

its relevance as being so distorted.  

 

Conclusion 

At present it is clear that women do not have an equal right to religion and 

have been effectively denied this through the operation of patriarchal 

religious creeds and power structures. However, it is established that in 

African religion women can be said to be legitimately empowered since 

they do not have one gender identity given the multiple roles they play in 

the religion. This corroborates the flexibility of gender construct in African 

religion and the perception that gender is different from sex. Therefore, 

those advocating for gender equality and citing African religion and society 

as an example need a paradigm shift in their argument. It is not enough to 

say that the position of women in African society requires significant 

changes without making efforts to understand the fundamentals of the 

people’s socio-cultural pattern. For example, in many parts of Africa gender 

relationship can be equal, unequal or complementary. Consequently, with 

respect to African religion the image of subordinate, passive and vulnerable 

women is not applicable. Rather the picture one gets is that of strong, 

courageous, independent and hardworking members of society whose 

roles are complementary. 
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