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Abstract
The  African  is  psychologically,  fully  equipped and motivated  to
promote the delicate balance and equilibrium believed to exist in
the universe through ensuring harmony in his relationship with
the invisible  world and among members  of  the  community.  The
work  focuses  on  death,  afterlife  and  modernity  in  traditional
Africa:  the eye bird’s view.  The work discusses the meaning of
death, death as an event, death as a condition, death as a state of
existence or non-existence, death as conceived by ethnic groups, the
causes of death in African traditional concept, death resulting from
the gods/divinities, the concept of afterlife, notions of afterlife: clues
from mortuary  and  funerary  rituals,  the  living  dead:  corporate
identity and the destiny of the individual, the living and the dead:
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the status and role of ancestors, the relationship of the human to
the divine, continued existence of spirit, and  it ends with factors of
radical change and concluding remarks. The work reveals among
others that the ancestors or the living dead as John Mbiti refers to
them are  believed  to  be  disembodied spirits  of  people  who lived
upright lives here on earth, died ‘good’ and natural death, that is,
they died at ripe old age, and received the acknowledged funerary
rites. They could be men or women. But more over often than not,
male ancestors are prominent since patrilineage is the dominant
system of family and social integration in most African societies.
For matrilineal groups like the Ashanti of Ghana and the Ndembu
of Zambia, both male and female ancestors are duly acknowledged.
With the completion of prescribed funeral rites, a deceased person
is believed to transform into an ancestor. The funeral rites in this
case,  serve  as  some kind  of  ‘rites  du  passage’.  The  disembodied
spirit joins the esteemed ranks of fully achieved ancestors in the
spirit world. The work recommends that the good side of African
traditional  Religion/Culture  should  be  allowed  to  have  its  way
thereby promoting African cultural heritage.

Keywords: Death, Afterlife, Ancestors, Burial and Africa.

Introduction
Deaths  and afterlife  are inevitable  phenomena in every human society.
Death can occur to any person at any time irrespective of the age, status
and position of the person. Deaths are not respecter of any person, the
young  and  the  old  die  at  any  given  time,  no  one  expects  it  but  it  is
necessary end of man. 

In Africa, death is not the end of life. Death is just a departure to the Spirit
World, which is African humans’ true home in the afterlife. People today
know about earthly things in much greater detail  than they did in the
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past, but when it comes to the important spiritual matters such as death
and the world after death, it can be said that the people of the past were
much more knowledgeable. Information concerning the world conceived
as after death is not taught at schools, many people believe and talk of the
world after death as old-fashioned, and spend their lives in ignorance of it.
This results in all kinds of confusion when they die and return back to the
real world.

Africans hold the fact that death is a transition from the visible world of
man  to  the  invisible  world  of  spiritual  ontology  where  the  spirit,  the
essence of the person is not destroyed but moves to live in the spirit realm
(King,  2003).  It  is  also  believed  by  Africans  that  life  on  earth  is  not
interminable, they behold that sooner or later, the inevitable phenomenon
called death will come upon man who is only a sojourner of God’s earth
no matter how long the person lives, death must come as a necessary end
(Tasie, 2016). He further postulates that Africans believe that death is only
a transition;  it  is  only a means of  passing from the world of  men and
women to the world of spirit.

The afterlife (also referred to as life after death or the hereafter) by the
Africans is the belief that an essential part of an individual's identity or
the stream of consciousness continues to manifest after the death of the
physical body. According to various ideas about the afterlife, the essential
aspect  of  the  individual  that  lives  on after  death  may be  some partial
element, or the entire soul or spirit, of an individual, which carries with it
and may confer personal identity or, on the contrary, may not. Belief in an
afterlife, which may be naturalistic or supernatural, is in contrast to the
belief in oblivion after death.

Therefore,  Africans hold the facts that people who die at ripe age only
transit to the world of the spirit to be in the company of the living dead.
The Africans believe that man as an entity, is composed of the physical
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body and the soul or spirit which is the real essence of the person. Hence,
Africans  believe  that  when  death  occurs,  the  soul  which  is  the  spirit
substance,  the  essential  person  is  separated  from  the  physical  body.
Hence; the physical body decays while the soul returns to the source of
being from whom he comes from or to the maker (afterlife) (Tasie, 2016).

Furthermore,  Africans categorized death in two ways or forms such as
good and bad death, the good death as conceived by Africans is the death
of persons who have fulfilled their obligation on earth, those that lived a
good life, pace setters, men and women who do not violate the norms and
laws of the society, persons that died at ripe age such death is considered
as a natural death. While the bad death is conceived by Africans as the
death of persons who died especially at his or her youthful or young age,
people  that  died  under  cause  as  a  result  of  their  wicked  attitude  or
violating the norms of the society without performing the necessary rites,
persons that  died mysteriously,  people who died in motor or domestic
accident,  for  example,  falling  on  a  palm  tree,  women  that  died  in
pregnancy, a woman that died as a result of child birth, lunatics, suicide,
persons that are murdered, drowned in wells and seas, persons that are
burned as a result of social deviance like stealing, sleeping with woman on
bare  ground  etc  or  by  fire  outbreak.  These  are  some  deaths  Africans
consider as bad death (Tasie, 2016). He further asserts that people who are
involved in such deaths are not mourned; they are not also welcomed in
the realm of the spirit of ancestral world. People do not even give them
much thoughts, they do not discuss them beyond the points or means to
dispose them hurriedly as possible,  no funeral rite is attached to them,
most  especially  those  who are  killed  by  the  gods  of  the  land  or  anti-
wicked gods such as Amadioha, the god of the thunder, small pox and gods
of  iron.  Death  however,  is  seen  as  a  disturbance  in  the  world  of  men
especially when it happens to a beloved one, the sudden dismiss of loved
ones in the family causes a lot of pains to the people, their absence in the

The Concepts of Death, Afterlife and Modernity in Traditional Africa 148



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

family  creates  a  great  vacuum  and  they  are  not  forgotten  easily,  their
memory is always with the family. 

Again, death is the cessation of all biological functions that sustain a living
organism. Phenomena which commonly bring about death include aging,
predation,  malnutrition,  disease,  suicide,  homicide,  starvation,
dehydration, and accidents or trauma resulting in terminal injury. In most
cases, bodies of living organisms begin to decompose shortly after death

Death  –  particularly  the  death  of  humans  –  has  commonly  been
considered a sad or unpleasant occasion, due to the affection for the being
that has died and the termination of social and familial bonds with the
deceased. 

Again, the afterlife (also referred to as life after death or the hereafter) is
the belief that an essential part of an individual's identity or the stream of
consciousness continues to manifest after the death of the physical body. 

The horror of death and afterlife is universal among mankind. It depends
not so much on the pains that often accompany dissolution as upon the
mystery  of  it  and  the  results  to  the  subject  and  to  the  survivors,  the
cessation  of  the  old  familiar  relations  between  them  and  the
decomposition of the body.

Death at a distance from home, the desire to find one’s last resting place at
home among our kindred and friends is natural to man; and it has been
translated into a number of ceremonial prescriptions which emphasized
the necessity of such a burial, (Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics vol.4,
No. 428).

Olumati  (2014:82),  contends  that  afterlife  (also  referred  to  as  life  after
death or the hereafter) is the belief that an essential part of an individual's
identity  or  the  stream of  consciousness  continues  to  manifest  after  the
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death of the physical body. According to various ideas about the afterlife,
the essential aspect of the individual that lives on after death may be some
partial element, or the entire soul or spirit, of an individual, which carries
with it and may confer personal identity. Belief in an afterlife, which may
be naturalistic or supernatural, is in contrast to the belief in oblivion after
death.

The  related  literatures  for  this  study  are  viewed  under  the  following
subheadings:  Death  according  to  words  from  Encyclopedia  of  world
Religion (1999-309) defined death as the cessation of all function of life,
hence  the  opposite  of  life.  In  Biblical  perspective,  human  and  animal
shows the vital function of blood in maintaining life stating that the soul
of the flesh is in the blood. Death according to Oxford Advanced learner’s
dictionary,  literarily  means  the  power  that  destroys  life,  imagined  as
human in form.
Death according to online medical dictionary is defined as the end of life.
The cessation of life, it also posits that it is the permanent cessation of all
vital bodily functions, another medical dictionary by Farflex defined death
as the cessation of all vital function of the body including the brain stem,
and breathing.

Afterlife according to Merriam Webster Dictionary avers that afterlife as
an existence after death,  a later period in one's life,  a period of continued
or renewed use, existence, or popularity beyond what is normal, primary,
or expected. 

Egbucha in Tasie and Olumati (2013: 269), quoting Awolalu and Dopamu,
expressed that the concept of deaths is one thing that the people of West
Africa recognize as unavoidable terror in the daily activities of the people,
Awolalu  and  Dopamu  (1979:253).  They  believe  that  death  is  only  a
transition.  It  is  only a means of  passing from the world of  men to the
world of spirit. The Africans belief that a death does not alter or end the
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life  or the personality of  an individual  but only causes a change in its
conditions.

Therefore death, although a dreaded event, is perceived as the beginning
of a person’s deeper relationship with all of creation, the complementing
of life and the beginning of the communication between the visible and
the invisible worlds.
Meanwhile John Mbiti (1969), states that the belief in the continuation of
life after death for African people does not constitute a hope for a future
and better life.  He further posits that to live here and now is the most
important concern of African religious activities and beliefs. He said, even
life in the hereafter is conceived as non-materialistic and physical terms.
Therefore there is neither paradise to hope for nor hell to be afraid of in
the hereafter (Mbiti 1969:4-5).

Though, life is non-materialistic and physical as posits by John Mbiti, but
if there is no hell to be afraid of or paradise to be hoped for, where then
are the souls of the living dead, also where are the souls of the wicked
people  especially  those  killed  by  anti-wicked  gods,  there  is  always  a
resting place for those who lived a good life on earth. It is also important
to  note  that  death  is  certain  and is  unconditional  in  human existence;
therefore people should live a good moral life.

Theologically,  death  is  defined  as  the  separation  of  soul  and  body.
Christians however believed that death is a transformation but not the end
of life, hence this believe can be linked to the believes of African which
posits that  death is not the end of human life but a transition into the
world of the spirit.
Death as generally conceived by Africans, is the separation of soul from
the body, absence of life, or the opposite of life; to some persons it is the
destroyer of life. The term death has been used in three different ways as
its occurrence;
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I. Death as an event
II. Death as a condition
III. Death as a state of existence or non-existence.

Death as an Event
In this usage, death is something that happens as an event, death occurs in
a particular way, in this sense, the term death is a phenomenon that stays
within the bound of mainstreams conception and observation. Time, place
and cause  can  be  recorded on  a  death  certificate.  This  usage does  not
concern itself with mysteries or explanations, death is an event that cuts
off a life.

Death as a Condition
This is a crucial area in biomedical and bioethical controversy; death is the
nonreversible condition in which an organism is incapable of carrying out
the vital functions of life. It is related to but not identical with death as an
event because the focus here is on the specific sign that establishes the
cessation  of  life;  these  signs  or  determinants  are  often  obvious  to  all
observers.

Death as a State of Existence or Non-Existence
In this sense, it can be said that death is what becomes of a person after
death.
Death according to Encyclopedia Britanica vol.2 is referred as not to the
event that ended life or the condition of the body at that time, rather to
whatever  form  of  existence  might  be  thought  to  be  prevalent  when  a
temporal  life  has  come to  its  end.  It  therefore concluded that  death is
generally considered as the separation of the soul from the body; in which
it  stands  as  opposite  to  life  which  consists  in  the  union  thereof.
(Encyclopedia Britanica, No.309).
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Owete & Iheanacho (2009) postulate that  death is  not the end of  one’s
existence and interaction with his relative, rather man changes to “another
being” in the spirit  world,  different from the world of  the living. They
further posit that the unseen spiritual world and the physical worlds of
man live together. Therefore at death, man is said to have “gone home” or
departed and he is there after “practically” felt by his survivors (Owete &
Iheanacho, 2009).

Death as Conceived by Ethnic Groups
In  Africa,  man  is  a  being  into  death,  and  his  death  is  enigmatic,  and
mystery, a reality beyond full human comprehension. Ikwerre and Igbo’s
have similar conception about death that is  why the nomenclature this
ethnic groups use is usually declared with meaning. These names revealed
the  perspective  of  death.  There  are  times  when  these  names  are
monumental, that is, if they speak about the present as regards what has
happened or is happening. At other times, such names are prophetic in the
sense that they speak of what will happen in the future. 

Ilega  (2000:135)  in  his  work  on Yoruba  Religious  Traditions,  postulates
how  Yoruba(s)  conceived  death.  He  first  of  all  defined  death  as  the
cessation of life in this world and is merely seen as transition to another
world of the spirit; sometimes a carbon copy of his earthly life. To him this
belief is predicated on the thinking that man has in him a soul that never
dies. He then asserts that the Yoruba’s believe that death is inevitable and
it opens up another opportunity to live in another world if all is well with
the dead person. They also believe that this life prepares one to live in the
other world which is the world of the spirit.

He further states that the people of Ashanti among the Akans of Ghana
also belief that death is a transition to the spirit world, they believe that
the dead persons in the spirit world continue the various occupations they
were engaged in during their life on earth.
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These believes are only for Ashanti people, it is not applicable to other
ethnic groups because a dead man cannot continue his occupation in the
spirit world for instance, if a man is a driver when he was alive on earth,
will he still continue to be a driver in the spirit world? Or if a man is a
lecturer, a pastor, a mechanic, or a palm wine tapper etc, will the person
continue such occupation? To me, I disagree with that concept. However it
is  only  believed  by  them.  Moreso,  if  a  man throughout  his  life  was  a
musician, a Medical practitioner, or any other professional work that was
sustaining  him while  he  was  alive,  at  death  will  he  still  continue  the
professional  work?  These  believe  is  not  generally  accepted by Africans
because the spirit world is not the same with the physical world of man.
But  despite  the  hope  of  Religious  adherents,  the  unpredictability  and
inevitability of death fascinate and frighten the broad ray of humanity.

Tasie  (2013:4)  in  his  work  titled  “the  dead  are  not  gone  forever”  also
affirmed that  death  is  an  inevitable  phenomenon,  he  defined death  as
conceived by Isiokpo people in Ikwerre as an event which disrupts the
familiar pattern of life,  and unleashes devastating blow, to those whose
lives were intimately involved with the deceased. 

The Causes of Death
Death awareness in a natural sequel to the development of self-awareness
is  an  intrinsic  attribute  of  humankind.  The  consciousness  of  man’s
transience in its known earthly form is thus a universal phenomenon. Man
is mortal; death belongs to his history as much as birth. Human life in the
body is a life towards death. Therefore if we have the belief that death is
natural to man, it doesn’t mean that many should experience mysterious
death or untimely death; it is in the face of death, that meaning, value and
aim of human life becomes useless. That is why man rebels against death
because he bears in himself an external seed which cannot be reduced to
sheer matter (Ilega, D.I 2001).
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Tracing  the  causes  of  death  from the  scientific  perspective,  the  World
Health Organization (W.H.O) with her scientific observation of the cause
of death has penned down the ways in which death can occur in human
life. According to W.H.O., they stated that there are some deadly diseases
that  are  capable  of  taken  human  life,  the  following  diseases  such  as
Isehemia  heart  disease  and stroke,  they  posit  that  these  diseases  have
taken over 15 million persons in the world.

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease claimed about 3.2 millions of life
in 2015 while lungs cancer along with trachea and bronchus cancer caused
about 1.7 million deaths, diabetes killed about 1.6 million people in 2015,
lower respiratory infection remain the most deadly communicable disease,
causing  about  3.2  million death  worldwide in  2015,  tuberculosis  killed
fewer people a number of 1.4 million, HIV/AIDS took about 1.1 million
lives in 2015.

Finally road injury killed about 1.3 million people. (W.H.O update January
2017).
From these medical perspectives, one should also know that the death of
man is not only caused by diseases, if all the causes of death are as a result
of  these  diseases  many  people  would  have  been  living  up  till  date,
therefore,  we  will  consider  the  causes  of  death  in  traditional  African
society.

The Causes of Death in African Traditional Concept
Ilega (2001), outlines the cause of death in Africa. According to him, all
deaths  are  not  natural;  he  posits  that  there  are  factors  that  can  cause
termination of life. He made mention of negligence, which he states that
so many persons cause death to themselves knowingly and unknowingly
by their  irresponsible  conducts.  He asserts  that  some driver  and other
dangerous workers would not have died in accident if all the care has been
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taken. He says in Nigeria, reckless driving or driving after drinking too
much alcohol claims thousands of lives yearly.

The illness caused by alcoholism and drugs addiction cost society more
than is brought in by taxes on the product. Among the causes of death
outlined by Ilega are:

Suicide
Man is expected to be faithful steward to conserve and promote his life
and the lives of others. Suicide is the most hateful attitude in the sight of
God; to terminate one’s life no matter what one’s condition is; committing
suicide is  sinful  to  God and offensive to society  at  large.  Some people
believe that it  is a moral right to sacrifice one’s life by his own means,
when faced with worse situation and forced to surrender his life for the
sake of posterity; it is believed that there is no justification for anybody to
terminate his life for any reason at all.

This attitude is generally condemned by Africans; it is even a taboo for any
member of the society to die by committing suicide. Africans believe that
people who die in this nature are buried as the out-cast and sacrifices are
made to clean or placate the place therefore it is totally not accepted by
Africans.

Death Penalty
It  is  believed that  Nigeria Civil  tribunal  has all  too  lightly  condemned
people to death with Justice. The justice anchors on equal treatment with
other culprits who had committed the same offence. It should be noted
that a state has no rights to uphold the death penalty unless it has catered
for a more just and human environment (Deuteronomy 24:7; 22:22; 2l:2l,
Numbers 35:16 etc).
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It is also recommended in some religions, death penalty is considered in
Christianity,  from the  Old Testament  when one commits  the  sinful  act
such  as  theft,  sinful  son,  and murder etc,  death  penalty  is  considered,
meanwhile in Islam, death penalty is also recommended. When a Muslim
murders his fellow believing Muslim, the sunna of the prophets states that
such person should be killed. (Qua’rah 4:93)

Abortion
It is another factor that terminates human life; Ilega posits that abortion
has  become  a  moral  problem  throughout  the  history  of  mankind.  He
further defined Abortion as a premature delivery in its wildest sense, any
loss or destruction of the fertilized ovum (zygote) or fetus before birth, to
him,  he  is  not  interested  about  the  moral,  social  or  legal  questions
concerning its legality or illegality, but his concern is that of the deliberate
avoidance of the birth of an unwanted child is considered as willful taking
of human life. Though it may be accepted by some religions, only if it is
not deliberate act such as spontaneous abortion or miscarriage as it may
result from accident or imperfection, then there is no blame. Every religion
recognizes the sanctity of human life and sinful is the willful taking of
human life.

War
It is another means or causes of death according to Ilega by which people’s
lives are terminated. War has to do with arm forces. War can be between
countries, for instance, the Second World War began in 1939 and ended in
1945, also war can be national such as Biafra war in Nigeria between 1967-
1970.  It  can  also  be  between  ethnic  groups.  War  involves  loss  of  life,
destruction of properties and brings about state of unhappiness, instability
and agony. It is pertinent to note that war is never a thing that one should
encourage. In war, many lives are lost. From the above instance of national
war, the Biafra war in Nigeria, it was observed that many of our parents
lost their lives, even in some society like Southern Ijaw communities that
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experienced war  the  pains  today  remains  in  them.  Therefore,  it  is  not
advisable for anybody to take one’s life through war.

Death Resulting from the Gods/Divinities
Africans  also  believed  that  death  is  caused  by  humans;  the  pain  that
sometimes accompanied sickness leading to death is caused by man. This
is not to say that death is not part of nature. But if death or at least the
pains  and sickness  that  presage it  are nothing,  a  southern Ijaw person
would love  to  look  forward to,  why should not  the  creator  accept  the
responsibility for it since he is believed to have the power to banish death.
These  believe  of  the  Ikwerre  and  Abua  that  death  is  caused  by  man
through  the  pain  and  sickness  that  accompanied  it.  They  should
understand that  not  all  sicknesses  are  caused  by  man;  there  are  some
sicknesses that are caused by the gods; they afflict man as a result of the
violation  of  norms  of  the  society  or  by  committing  sacrilege.  In  some
societies  when a man commits an abomination especially the  Ofor title
holders, the gods of the land inflicts them with sickness that can lead to
death or when a man steals  what does not belong to him and if  he is
summoned to the gods of the land and he denies the fact that he did not
steal before gods, (perjury) the man will be forced to swear by the gods of
the land, as a result, the person may be afflicted with sickness that may
lead to his death.

Natural Death
Death by natural cause is one that is primarily attributed to an illness or
internal  malfunctioning of  the body not directly influenced by external
forces. For instance, someone dying from complications of an Influenza
(an infection) or a heart attack (an internal body malfunction) or sudden
heart  failure  would  be  listed  as  having  died  from  natural  causes;  In
contrast,  death caused by active intervention is  called unnatural  death,
These unnatural causes of death are usually given as accident (implying
no  unreasonable  voluntary  risk),  misadventure,  accident  following  a
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willful and dangerous risk which can include drugs or alcohol overdose,
suicide or homicide, Olumati (2016), avers.

The Nature of Death
Death is something that mankind receives; that is, at the moment of death
man is delivered to the spirit world. Some Religions like Islam believe that
when man dies, he is delivered to the angels who receive him in his full
reality and personality.  While Christians posit that  at death man’s soul
will  rest  in the bosom of the Lord,  the body will  be consumed by the
insects but his soul is with the maker. Meanwhile, Africans believed that at
death especially Ikwerre and Abua; that the deceased is “going home”.

Tasie (2016), in his lecture note on death and Afterlife, posit that man is
composing  of  physical  tangible  body  and  the  soul  which  is  the  real
essence of the person. African believed that when death occurs, the soul
which is the spirit substance, the essential person is separated from the
physical body. The body decays while the personality returns to the maker
(Tasie,  2016).  And  this  is  the  nature  of  death  because  one  is  being
transformed or transits from one world to another.

Ali-Mehrabani  (2015),  in  his  article  posits  that  death  is  not  mortality,
destruction  and annihilation;  it  is  only  a  transition  from one  world  to
another and from one state to another, where man’s life will continue in
another  form.  What  forms  a  man  is  the  real  personality  which  is
considered as men’s real self, the man’s real self is not the body, organs or
subordinate elements of the body, these are mortal because they gradually
disintegrate. Man’s real personality is considered as man’s real self which
is interpreted as the soul or spirit. The Man’s spirit or soul is the basis on
which his real self is determined and on whose immortality or his own
immortality has an existential position in a horizon superior to the horizon
of matter and material elements.  Although the spirit  or the soul is the
product of nature’s substantial evolution through the latter, the existential
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horizon and the position of nature is changed and elevated; that is, it is
made to evolve in the metaphysical world. With death, the spirit or soul is
transferred into a state which is a category of the spirit.

This is why when death occurs as conceived by Africans, the spirit or the
soul separates from the body and goes back to the maker which is his
source coming.
The Africans believed that the spirit  of a man never dies;  it is only the
body that decays. This is why the spirit  of the person who died a bad
death wonders around as Ghost while the spirit  of  person who died a
good death is welcomed in the ancestral home, the world of the spirit.
To Hertz, therefore, death to most people does not mean a complete end to
life or the complete annihilation of the individual person. It also marks the
beginning of a new existence in another world. As he puts it: “A mythical
society of souls which each society constructs in its own image. Again,
death to Hertz has a sociological dimension, “so that when a man dies,
society  loses  in  him much more  than a  unit,  it  is  stricken in  the  very
principle of life, in the faith it has in itself”. As he argues, “societies regard
themselves as on-going systems, and consequently death of any member
threatens their very existence. Death has a specific meaning for the social
consciousness;  it  is  the  object  of  a  collective  representation.  This
representation is neither simple nor unchangeable: it calls for the analysis
of its elements as well as search for its origin”.
To  Hertz  therefore,  as  Jack  Goody  (1961),  also  has  noted,  “death  is
perceived  as  something  contra-social  and  in  this  sense  unnatural.
Moreover the refusal to accept death as inevitable occurrence opens the
way for  its  attribution to anti-social  causes  of  a mystical  nature,  to  the
hostility  of  the  present  members  of  the  community  (witchcraft  and
sorcery)  of  past  members  (ancestors),  or  of  other  super-natural  beings.
Equally noteworthy, for Hertz, is the idea of death as an exclusion of the
individual person from his present society or status and his transfer to a
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new one. Thus, the deceased is violently ejected from the society of the
living.  However,  this  exclusion is  not final,  for  it  is  followed by a new
integration. Goody, commenting on this, has noted that: “the passage from
the visible to the invisible world is similar to other regular changes of state
which occur in all societies, to the rites of birth, initiation, and marriage,
each of which involves an exclusion- that is a death - followed by a new
integration - that is, a birth”.

The Concept of Afterlife
African Concepts of Afterlife
More clues regarding African notions of afterlife can be gleaned from an
examination  of  African  concepts  of  the  person.  Now,  in  some  belief
systems, say Hinduism, the person is defined as the soul that is contained
or even imprisoned in the body. Indeed,  within Hinduism, one goal of
religious  activity  is  to  facilitate  the  ultimate  separation  or  liberation
(moksha)  of  the  soul  (ātman)  breaking  out  of  once  and  for  all  the
unending and tragic cycle of reimbodiment (saṃsāra).

In general, within the African context, such a rigid dualism between body
and soul is not found. Instead of conceiving the person as a soul that is
contained  in  a  body,  Africans  define  the  person  as  an  integral  whole
constituting the "outer person" (the body) and the "inner self." The Yoruba
call  this  inner  person  ori-inu  (Idowu,  1994:170).  Symbolized  by  the
physical  head,  ori  is  also  connected  with  God,  Olódùmarè,  who  is  the
source of  all  beings and before whom one's  ori  kneels  to  receive one's
destiny prior  to  being born into this  world.  One's  ori,  therefore,  is  the
essence of one's personality as it controls and guides one's life according
to the destiny received prior to birth. At the end of one's physical life, one
will  give an account  of  one's  earthly  conduct  before  Olódùmarè (God)
who will determine one's postmortem existence either in the "Orun rere "
(Paradise or good orun) or "Orun apadi " (hell or Orun of the Potsherds),
where one suffers a wretched afterlife. According to Bolaji Idowu, life in

The Concepts of Death, Afterlife and Modernity in Traditional Africa 161



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

the "good Orun " is but a larger and freer copy of this worldly life, minus
earthly pains and tribulations. The best postmortem reward is a reunion
with one's relatives who have died before, particularly ancestors, the Ara
Orun (Idowu, 1994:77). Although Idowu presented this idea of afterlife in
the context of traditional Yoruba society, it is important to note that some
scholars  have  questioned  this  apparently  theological  explication  of  the
Yoruba notion of afterlife. The notion may be due to the strong influence of
Islam and Christianity on Yoruba culture at the time Idowu collected his
materials.

That a person is considered a composite and integral whole is also evident
in that often, when people claim to encounter the dead through visions
and dreams or when they communicate with them through ritual, they
claim to have met or spoken with "so and so," a person identifiable by
name, rather than the "ghost" of so and so. Given this integral relationship
between the outer and inner person, then, it would seem that at death it is
the person that dies rather than "the soul" leaving the body and flying
away, as some Christian popular hymns indicate.

Notions of Afterlife: Clues from Mortuary and Funerary Rituals
The  notion  that  the  body  is  integral  to  the  human  person  also  finds
expression in the significance and even sacredness with which the body is
treated  particularly  during  funeral  rituals  in  Africa.  Such  rituals  and
related "oratures" (myths, stories, and songs) constitute a commentary by
humans  on  their  experiences  in  this  world  and  its  beyond  and  offer
significant clues regarding concepts of the afterlife.
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In the oratures, the fact of dying is often described using the metaphor of
a journey. Death is depicted as "saying goodbye" to the living or "saying
yes" (gwitika in Gikuyu) to a summons by God. Many people describe
death  as  "a  going  home"  (in  Gikuyu,  kuinuka)  or  simply,  a  departure
(Gikuyu, guthie). Death is also described as "sleeping" or "resting."

This use of the metaphor of a journey is related to the fact that in general,
as  indicated  earlier,  Africans  view  life  itself  as  a  journey.  Life  is  an
unfolding, a process of "formation and transformation" that starts before
birth and does not end at physical death. During crucial moments of this
life journey, special rituals (rites of passage) designed to mark, celebrate,
and  help  the  individual  successfully  negotiate  the  key  turning  points,
including  death,  are  performed.  Thus,  for  example,  among  the  Swazi,
burial  of  the  dead  is  only  done  after  three  days.  It  is  said  that  going
through the  physical  death  process  is  exhausting to  the  sojourner  and
therefore the deceased needs a few days to recuperate before continuing in
the next phase of the life journey. The Swazi also bury their dead with all
their vital earthly belongings, thus equipping them for the next phase of
their  life  journey,  beyond  physical  death.  (M'passou  in  Cox,  1998:28).
Furthermore, during the period between death and burial, the Swazi, as
do other communities, observe a vigil both to console the bereaved and to
keep the deceased person company as they transit between this world and
the next (M'passou in Cox, 1998).

Rituals  are  also  performed to  prepare  and equip  the  deceased  for  the
journey  ahead  and  also  to  "inform"  those  on  the  other  side  that  the
deceased is on the way and they should expect him or her. The Chagga of
Tanzania believe that  this  journey to  the world of  ancestors  takes  nine
days. To make the journey easier, the corpse is anointed with fat, fed with
milk, and covered with a hide to protect it from the elements. A bull is also
killed specifically for the deceased's grandfather to alert him so that he can
await the deceased (Mbiti, 1969:155).
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Mortuary  rituals  also  emphasize  the  integral  connection  between  the
"inner  and  outer  person."  Since  the  body  is  integral  to  the  person,  a
deceased's body is treated with utmost respect.  Appropriate burial and
"disposal" of the body is therefore important; otherwise, the person cannot
make the transition into the other world. For this reason, even when a wild
beast  devours  a  body,  leaving  only  a  few  shreds  or  pieces,  these  are
carefully collected and accorded a full and respectful burial. In situations
where a corpse is not retrievable, say because of drowning, a burial must
still be performed, and so in some societies, a surrogate is used. The Luo of
Kenya, for example, use the yago fruit, which is several feet in length and
is laid in the grave to represent the dead. It is also for this reason that
cremation is not a preferred method of disposal of the dead in the African
context.

Failure  to  perform burial  rites  properly  makes  the  deceased  unable  to
negotiate  the  postmortem  phase  of  the  life  journey  successfully.  Such
frustrated persons may have to "come back," looking for help or for some
vital  equipment  necessary  of  the  journey.  The  Luo  call  such  restless,
deceased persons  jochiende,  while  the  Shona call  them mashave.  Such
restless and wondering spirits are said to haunt and afflict the living as
they try to gain their attention.

The Living Dead: Corporate Identity and the Destiny of the Individual
Mortuary rituals also reveal that Africans consider death a paradox. On
the one hand,  death  and burial  signifies  an  end to  one's  physical  life.
Meticulous  and  proper  burial  signifies  that  Africans  understand  the
finality of death as a marker of the end of physical life. Death is therefore
frustrating  because  it  takes  way  a  loved  one  and  robs  people  of  the
companionship  and  other  gifts  that  such  a  relationship  brings.  This
frustration is expressed through funeral dirges. For this reason, too, death
is also vigorously, collectively, and publicly mourned.
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Simultaneously,  however,  death  is  not  an  annihilation  of  the  person.
Though the deceased may be physically gone, they are still here as persons
and the living can still communicate with them. Paradoxically, then, the
dead are not dead, a paradox that led Mbiti to coin the phrase "the Living-
Dead" (1969:81).

The belief that the dead are not dead is expressed and dramatized through
rituals designed to welcome and install the deceased back into the world
of the living. The Luo of Kenya call this ritual Duogo (Ongonga in Cox,
1998:236),  while  the  Xhosa  of  South  Africa  call  it  Ukubuyisa  (Pato,  in
Oosthuizen and Irving, 1992:134). For the Shona of Zimbabwe, the ritual is
called Kurova Guva and is performed by every member of the family, who
must explicitly through ritual offerings and libations indicate willingness
to welcome the deceased as a continuing member of the family despite
physical death. The deceased is also ritually consulted to indicate his or
her acceptance thus to be reintegrated into the family (Gundani in Cox,
1998:201).

According to Mbiti (1969:158), this continued remembrance of the Living-
Dead  and  their  sustained  interaction  with  the  living  constitutes  the
individual's "personal immortality." One enjoys this status so long as there
are people left  behind to  remember him or her.  As a Living-Dead one
continues to be involved in matters of the corporate group of family and
clan  and  retains  one's  personal  name  and  corporate  identity  in  this
context. Thus, this is a status clearly linked or even dependent on one's
place in and relationship to the corporate group, particularly the family.
When after a long time such individuals are no longer remembered by
name, they enter a state of what Mbiti calls “collective immortality” as
they blend into the general world of those who have gone before (Mbiti,
1969). The Swahili call this community of the dead Mizimu, while their
abode is referred to as Kuzimu.
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The Living and the Dead: The Status and Role of Ancestors
The installation of the deceased back into family simultaneously marks the
induction  of  the  deceased into  the  world  of  ancestors.  Henceforth,  the
deceased  person  can  be  honored  in  family  rituals  alongside  other
ancestors and enjoy a privileged position both among the living and the
dead. This status, however, is not automatic. Rather, it depends on how
well one conducted oneself in this life as a member of the corporate group.
Those  who have fulfilled their  corporate  duties  and  obligations  as  the
community defines them are honored as "ancestors," a status analogous to
but  not  identical  to  that  of  sainthood  in  Christianity.  Being  moral
exemplars, the ancestors are also considered custodians and enforcers of
justice and morality among the living, and because they are considered
ontologically closer to God, they function as intermediaries between God
and the people. Thus, petitionary prayer is often said through them.

Ancestorhood is therefore a status of honor reserved for the exemplary
dead. The Gikuyu refer to such persons as  mwendwo ni iri (the people's
beloved). Conversely, those who fail in their worldly obligations, or those
whose actions are subversive to rather than nurturing of life, are quickly
forgotten  and  "excommunicated"  after  death.  The  Gikuyu  call  such
persons  muimwo  ni  iri  (rejected  by  the  people).  To  be  thus  rejected,
excommunicated  and  forgotten,  is  truly  to  die  in  the  African
understanding.

Among the Akan of Ghana, as part of the coronation ceremony of a new
king, the candidate carves a traditional stool for himself which he uses as
personal stool while he is alive. When he dies, he is placed on the stool
and bathed before his burial. The stool is then blackened stools which is
the shrine of its ancestors. The Zulu, Sotho, Tswana, Thonga and Shona
among  other  South  African  peoples  have  their  respective  ancestral
symbols and shrines.  The Igbo of south-east Nigeria have their  Okpensi
and Ofo as well as been ritual objects/symbols sacred for the ancestors. 
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The Relationship of the Human Life to the Divine
The question of what it is that lives on after death must be seen in relation
to the basic issue of whether that which is real or lasting in the human
person is identical with the divine reality or is essentially different from it.
A position of monism is one end of a spectrum of possible responses. In
“Advaita Vedānta” liberation from successive existences come only with
the realization of the identity of ātman (the individual soul) and brahman
(the Absolute).  In some of its  Ṣūfī manifestations, esoteric Islam comes
very close to identifying the eternal in humans with the eternal essence
(ḥaqq), with the further understanding that death and resurrection come
in the moment-by-moment realization of that identity.

A very different kind of conceptualization is that characteristic of some
traditional  societies  in  which  not  only  is  humanity  seen  to  be  totally
separate from the gods but one exists  after death only as a shade or a
shadow of one's former self. That which divides the human and the divine
in this context is the fact that the gods are immortal and humans are not.
In  between such  alternatives  is  a  range  of  possibilities  suggesting  that
humans manifest some element of the divine enlivening principle. In most
traditions,  however,  a  felicitous  hereafter  means  not  the  realization  of
identity of self and absolute, but rather some circumstance in which that
which survives death comes to dwell in proximity to the divine.

A number of traditions have held that certain elements that make up an
individual actually become manifested and real only at the time of death.
The ancient Egyptian, for instance, was said to have come into his or her
own only when after death the ba, or continuing personality,  was fully
realized through the joining with its  counterpart,  ka,  which acted as a
kind of guardian angel. The dead did not become ka, but were joined to
and guided by them on the journey into the afterlife. Classical Zoroastrian
texts describe the soul at death sitting on the headstone of the grave for
three days, after which it is led through some good or bad circumstances
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(depending on one's character) and finally is met by a maiden who takes
the form of the actions committed by that person while on earth. The good
will thus meet a beautiful creature, while the unrighteous will confront an
incredibly ugly hag.

Certain similarities can be seen here with Buddhist conceptions, such as
the peaceful and wrathful deities met by the deceased in the after-death
visions described in the Tibetan Book of the Dead. The great difference is
that in the Tibetan understanding one does not meet the alternatives of
good or bad but experiences a whole range of deities that represent both
the  most  sublime  of  human  feelings  and  the  personification  of  one's
powers of reason. The wrathful deities are actually only a different aspect
of the peaceful ones. The point is that, in some sense, as in the Egyptian
and  Zoroastrian  cases,  one  comes  into  contact  in  an  apparently
externalized  form with  aspects  of  one's  own personality,  thought,  and
consequent past action.

Continued Existence as Spirit
From the earliest times, characteristic of primitive societies but certainly
not exclusive to them, humankind has had a seemingly natural fear of the
dead.  To  some  extent  this  can  be  explained  in  terms  of  one's  own
apprehension about  the  meaning of  death  for  one personally,  but  to  a
much greater extent, it seems to derive from a stated or unstated feeling
that the dead have some power over the living and can actually interfere
with the processes of life on earth. In more extreme cases, this has led to a
kind of worship of the dead, in which those who have passed into another
existence  have  sometimes  assumed  the  status  of  gods.  This  has  been
evidenced particularly in China and Japan in the long history of ancestor
worship.  More  generally  it  takes  the  form  of  concern  for  the  proper
disposal and continued remembrance of the dead, in the hope that the
deceased will in no way return to "haunt" or interfere with life here on
earth.
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Commonly held is the assumption that because a being has undergone the
experience of death, it is privy to information not held by those still in the
mortal condition. Echoed in much of the great religious literature of the
world is the theme that if only the dead could or would return in some
form, they would have much to tell the living. The vanity of this wish for
information from the departed is denied by those who are convinced that
the dead can and do return and have a great deal to tell about the road
that  everyone,  sooner  or  later,  comes  to  travel.  In  many  traditions,
especially the prophetic, orthodoxy has disdained talk about the reality of
ghosts and spirits functioning on earth, and it has fallen to the mythology
of folklore to speculate on the best ways to propitiate the spirits of the
dead and to ward off those spirits who, for a variety of reasons, are felt to
be evil or malicious.

The Role of Community
Consideration  only  of  the  destiny  of  the  individual  results  in  a  very
unbalanced  picture  of  conceptions  of  the  afterlife.  Important  to  the
theologies of many of the religions of the world is the relationship of each
individual to other individuals, or the idea of community, whether seen
from the perspective of this world (is it necessary to be a member of a
community in order to reach a blessed hereafter?) or the next (is there a
community of the saved, or perhaps of the damned, in a future existence?).
Common to prophetic religions is the expectation that the eschaton will
result in reuniting or making whole both the individual and some portion
(often  the  totality)  of  the  human  community.  It  is  part  of  Islamic
eschatological  tradition  that  on  the  Day  of  Resurrection  the  specific
communities of all the prophets,  including that of Muḥammad, will  be
assembled, each at its own pond, awaiting the judgment.

The notion of community, or the importance of membership in a particular
group, takes on a different  kind of  significance when viewed from the
perspective of this world. In the Hindu tradition, liberating knowledge is
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limited to the twice-born, although this belief is greatly modified by those
to whom a devotional relationship to some aspect of the godhead implies
salvation rather than liberation. The question of whether one must be a
Christian to be saved has engendered among scholars and theologians of
Christianity heated arguments that still have not been resolved. Ummah,
community  in  the  Muslim  sense  of  a  religio-political  unity,  is  a
tremendously  significant  element  in  the  understanding  of  Islam;  some
contemporary Muslims still insist that one cannot be saved if one is not a
Muslim, and that one cannot be Muslim outside of community.

There are some obvious instances in the history of religions in which the
community of the saved is the community of the victorious in the sense of
realized  eschatology,  that  is,  the  establishment  of  a  kingdom  of
righteousness for a specific people here on earth. This is implicit in the
theme  of  Zionism  in  Jewish  thought  (although  it  is  only  one
interpretation,  or  aspect,  of  the  Zionist  ideal  as  it  has  developed
historically). Even Zarathushtra, if one can correctly interpret the Gathas,
seems  at  first  to  have  envisioned  the  victory  of  asha  ("truth,
righteousness") over druj ("falsehood, evil") as taking place in the pastoral
setting of eastern Persia within the context of this-worldly time. Realized
eschatology in Christian thought refers to the understanding that Christ's
life and death have, in fact, established the kingdom of God on earth for
those who, in faith, are part of the body of Christ; in the mysticism of the
Gospel of John, the Parousia, or second coming of Jesus, has already taken
place. Such considerations lead directly to questions of time and history as
a further category for reflection on conceptions of the afterlife.

Factors of Radical Change (Modernity)
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Prior to the advent and spread of external forces of change engendered by
colonialism, commerce and Christian and Islamic missionary campaigns,
most groups of Sub-Saharan Africa lived in stable, largely small-scale and
homogeneous communities. The traditional religion was ‘a typical religion
of  structure’.  It  was  the  sole  worldview  with  which  people  explained,
predicted and controlled space-time events. It underpinned every facet of
life  of  the  people.  It  was  particularly  significant  in  inculcating  and
promoting  the  sense  of  community-living  and  certain  key  values
associated  with  that.  African  traditional  religion  suffused  and  gave
meaning to life, pervaded and permeated all its aspects. What one of the
pioneer colonial  officials,  who lived and worked among the traditional
Igbo of Nigeria from 1895 to 1905 witnessed, is typical of the situation that
prevailed throughout Sub-Saharan Africa prior to the total exposure of the
continent to external forces of radical change.

“… they are,  in the strict and natural sense of the word,  a truly and a
deeply religious people, of whom it can be said, as it has been said of the
Hindus, that “they eat religiously, drink religious, bathe religiously, dress
religiously and sin religiously”. In a new existence, and their existence is
their religion” (A.G. Leonard 1968:409).

The situation has changed radically today. The experience of colonialism,
Christian missionary activity  and Islamic religious campaign has  given
rise  to  a  radically  different  socio-political  and  religious  background in
Africa.  Colonialism  created  a  new  social  and  political  order  in  Sub-
Saharan Africa. It created modern nations by pulling together traditional
groups  with  diverse  language  and  cultural  identities.  Countries  like
Angola,  Congo  Brazzaville,  Ghana,  Nigeria  and  Rwanda  came  into
existence as a result of the colonial enterprise. Urbanization has given rise
to mega-cities in different parts of the continent. Most communities are no
longer  homogeneous.  They  are  heterogeneous  and  plural  in  virtually
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every aspect of their life. A wedge has been driven between the sacred and
the so-called secular aspects of life.

Concluding Remarks
As we can see from the theoretical works on death, burial and the after-
1ife reviewed here, death is indeed an event which stirs up deep emotions,
not only in bereaved individuals but also in the society at large. While
some of the writers are concerned with the individual’s reaction to death,
a host of others see death as an event which disrupts the society at large.
The latter perceive funeral rites as designed primarily to strengthen social
bonds. To this same group, the idea of the hereafter negates the finality of
death.  On the one hand, it  comforts  the bereaved,  and on the other,  it
allays the fear that death constitutes a partial destruction of the society.
This is further projected into the ancestor cult and affirms the belief in
immortality. Again, in the analysis of death and burial rites, there seem to
be  two  opposed  view-points:  that  is,  the  society-centered  and  the
individual-centered.   However,  while  one may admit  that  death brings
about social disequilibrium by threatening social cohesion and the very
fabric which holds society together, and that funeral rites arc in themselves
safety measures which society has constructed to deny death and assert
life, we should also note that an individual is indeed a cluster of kinship
ties and that his demise unleashes excruciating pain on those intimately
related to him. The pain which they feel is genuine, and the funeral rites
and the various readjustment measures are designed to ameliorate it. In
short,  the  conflict  between  these  two approaches  (society-centered  and
individual-centered) is more apparent than real.

Again, in the writings reviewed, there are different views of attitudes to
ancestors,  some  placing  more  emphasis  on  reverence,  others  on  fear.
Whilst  one  may  admit  that  these  different  views  sometimes  represent
genuinely  opposed  viewpoints,  they  may  also  be  the  result  of  writers
having been exposed to different cultures that  have genuinely different
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attitudes.  Yet  again,  the  differences  may  be  of  writers  emphasizing
different  aspects  of  a  single  but  complex  (even  conflict-ridden)  set  of
altitudes.

As regards definitions of the ancestors,  differences have arisen between
those who emphasize that ancestors are thought of as being essentially
similar to living elders, and those who emphasize that they are thought of
as being essentially different from the latter. In most societies, perhaps, the
truth lies somewhere between these extremes.

Finally, the idea of reincarnation is seen by scholars as one that is full of
paradoxes. In many societies nonetheless,  it forms an important part of
attempts  to  explain  what  becomes  of  the  soul  after  the  death  of  the
material, tangible body, and provides reassurance of continuity both for
the individual and for the community

Relevance to the Present Study
The  following  ideas  have  been  particularly  useful  in  guiding  the  data
collection:

i. In most cultures, death is not seen as a complete end to life or the
complete annihilation of the individual person; rather it marks the
beginning of a new existence in another world (Hertz, 1907).

ii. Death  is  one  of  the  numerous  life  crises  which  brings  about
fundamental  changes  in  the  lives  of  the  individuals  undergoing
them (Hertz 1907, van Gennep 1909, Malinowski 1925, Marris 1974)

iii. Death  has  a  sociological  dimension.  When  an  individual  dies,
society loses in him much more than a unit. Its very existence is
threatened. At the same time, death has a psychological dimension,
in that it has a shattering effect on those individuals to whom the
deceased  was  nearest  and  dearest.  (Hertz  1907,  Radcliffe-Brown
1922, Freud, Malinowski 1925, Maris 1974).

iv. Death is seen as a source of life (Bloch and Parry 1982).
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v. Funeral  rites  have  a  social  cohesive  effect,  that  is,  they  serve  to
restore  and  protect  both  the  overall  cohesion  of  society  and  its
structure. At the same time, they have a psychological effect, in that
they serve to help the bereaved adjust  to  major changes  in their
lives  (Hertz  1907,  Durkheim  1912,  Radcliffe-Brown  1922,
Malinowski 1925, Goody 1961, Marris l974).

vi. “Funerals  are  inevitably  occasions  for  summing  up  of  an
individual’s  social  personality,  by  a  re-statement  not  only  of  the
roles  he has filled,  but  also  of  the general  way in  which he has
conducted  himself  during  his  life  time.  Mortuary  institutions
perform this function by providing for the differential treatment of
the bereaved in the funeral ceremonies, the corpse at burial, and the
dead in the afterlife” (Goody 1961).

vii. “Mourning is not a spontaneous expression of individual emotions.
Mourning is not a natural movement of private feelings wounded
by cruel loss, it is a duty imposed by the group”.( Durkheim 1912)

viii. “Those funeral rites which incorporate the deceased into the world
of  the  dead  are  most  extensively  elaborated  and  assigned  the
greatest importance” (van Gennep 1900).

ix. The  attitude  of  the  ancestors  to  their  living  descendants  is
perceived  as  a  complex  compound of  benevolence  and hostility.
(Tylor, Frazer, Mbiti, 1969)

x. In  most  societies  the  definition  of  the  ancestors  includes  both
elements of similarity to living elders, and elements of difference
from them. (Brain 1974)

xi. Both the detailed character of the funeral rites, the identity of the
ancestors  revered  (example  patrilineal  or  matrilineal),  and  the
attitudes of the living to these ancestors, are all strongly influenced
by the particular characteristics of the society wherein they are set
(Goody, 1961). 
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xii. The  African  is  psychologically,  fully  equipped and motivated  to
promote the delicate balance and equilibrium believed to exist in
the universe through ensuring harmony in his relationship with the
invisible world and among members of the community. 
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