
 Rivers State University Journal of Religious and Cultural Studies Vol. 2 No.1 

 

 179 

CHRISTIANITY AND AFRICAN CULTURE ON THE NIGERIAN ENVIRONMENT: X-

RAYING THE CONFLICTS AND BENEFITS 

 

Jackson, Etiowo Asuquo 

Department of Religious and Cultural Studies, 

Faculty of Humanities, Rivers State University, 

NkpoluOroworukwo, Port Harcourt 

08030497753  etiowo.jackson@rsu.edu.ng 

and 

Prof.  Clifford Meesua Sibani 

Department of Religious and Cultural Studies, 

Faculty of Humanities, Rivers State University, 

NkpoluOroworukwo, Port Harcourt 

08037948880  clifford.sibani@ust.edu.ng 

 

Abstract 
Nigeria occupies a unique position in the global religious and cultural landscape as a nation where 

Christianity, Islam, and African traditional religions coexist alongside a rich tapestry of indigenous 

cultures. Among these overlapping forces, the interaction between Christianity and African 

traditional culture has generated profound consequences for the Nigerian environment, both 

physical and socio-spiritual. This paper examines the multifaceted impact of Christianity and 

African traditional culture on the Nigerian environment, with particular attention to the conflicts 

and benefits that emerge from their intersection. Using an analytical and descriptive approach, the 

study draws on historical, theological, ecological, and anthropological sources to interrogate how 

both systems have shaped environmental attitudes, practices, and outcomes in Nigeria. This paper 

argues that while Christianity introduced modern concepts of sanitation, environmental education, 

and reduced certain harmful ritual practices, it also contributed to the erosion of indigenous 

ecological knowledge and the destruction of sacred natural sites. Conversely, African traditional 

culture preserved biodiversity through sacred groves, totemic taboos, and communal land ethics, 

yet some of its practices have also contributed to environmental degradation. The study identifies 

significant conflicts arising from the religious demonization of indigenous practices and the 

Westernization of environmental ethics, while also recognizing meaningful benefits from their 

synergistic interaction. It recommends amongst others that religious leaders, both Christian and 

traditional, should promote interfaith and intercultural dialogue on environmental issues by 

creating platforms where clergy, traditional priests, community elders, and environmental experts 

can share knowledge and develop integrated environmental management strategies. It concludes 

by calling for a balanced integration of both systems to promote environmental sustainability in 

Nigeria. 
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Introduction 

Nigeria is one of the most religiously and culturally diverse nations in the world. With a 

population exceeding 220 million people drawn from over 250 ethnic groups, the country 

represents a complex intersection of religious beliefs, cultural traditions, and environmental 

realities (National Population Commission, 2023). Among the dominant forces shaping the 
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Nigerian worldview are Christianity and African traditional culture, two systems that have 

coexisted, competed, and sometimes collaborated in defining how Nigerians perceive and interact 

with their environment. The concept of environment, as used in this paper, transcends the physical 

or natural ecosystem to encompass the social, communal, and spiritual dimensions that frame 

human existence in Nigerian society. This holistic understanding is consistent with the African 

worldview, which does not draw a rigid line between the sacred and the secular, or between the 

human and the natural world (Mbiti, 1969). For many Nigerians, the environment is not merely a 

collection of resources to be exploited but a living, spiritually charged reality that commands 

respect and stewardship. 

Christianity arrived in Nigeria primarily through European missionary activities in the 

fifteenth and nineteenth centuries, transforming not only the religious landscape but also the social, 

political, and environmental fabric of Nigerian societies (Ajayi, 1965). The missionaries came with 

educational institutions, hospitals, and new agricultural practices, all of which left indelible marks 

on how Nigerians related to their physical surroundings. Yet, Christianity also brought ideological 

frameworks that often clashed with indigenous African beliefs about nature, land, and ecological 

stewardship. African traditional culture, on the other hand, embodies centuries of accumulated 

ecological wisdom expressed through myths, rituals, taboos, and communal practices. As Idowu 

(1973) observed, African traditional religion is inseparable from the culture and environment in 

which it is practiced. Sacred groves, totemic animals, and seasonal agricultural rituals were not 

merely symbolic expressions but practical mechanisms for environmental conservation. The 

intersection of Christianity and this traditional cultural matrix has produced outcomes that are 

simultaneously enriching and destructive for the Nigerian environment. Understanding this 

intersection requires a multi-disciplinary approach that draws on theology, cultural anthropology, 

ecology, and environmental ethics. This paper undertakes such an examination, contributing to 

ongoing scholarly conversations about the role of religion and culture in shaping environmental 

attitudes and outcomes in sub-Saharan Africa. 

 

Conceptual Theoretical Framework 

 

Concept of Environment 

The concept of environment is multidimensional and varies across cultural, scientific, and 

philosophical traditions. In its most basic scientific formulation, the environment refers to the 

natural world including land, water, air, flora, fauna, and the ecosystems that sustain life (UNEP, 

2019). However, in the context of African societies, the environment also encompasses the social 

and spiritual dimensions of existence. The land, rivers, forests, and mountains are understood not 

only as physical realities but as sacred spaces inhabited by ancestral spirits and divine forces that 

govern human well-being (Mbiti, 1969). This paper adopts a tripartite conception of the 

environment: the natural or physical environment comprising ecosystems, biodiversity, and natural 

resources; the social environment comprising communities, cultural institutions, and human 

relationships; and the spiritual environment comprising religious beliefs, ritual practices, and 

metaphysical understandings of the cosmos. This holistic framework allows for a fuller 

appreciation of how Christianity and African traditional culture intersect with environmental 

realities in Nigeria.  According to (Sibani, & Chinda, 2024), it is obvious that environment has 

to do with the climatic and physiological structures of a land-area, the living pattern of people and 

animals that dwell therein. 
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Concept of Culture 

Culture is broadly defined as the shared values, beliefs, norms, customs, and practices that 

characterize a human group and are transmitted across generations (Tylor, 1871). In the African 

context, culture is deeply communal, rooted in a sense of collective identity and responsibility that 

extends beyond the individual to the family, clan, community, and ancestors (Gyekye, 1996). The 

African worldview is characterized by an emphasis on communal life, respect for elders and 

ancestors, and a profound sense of spiritual interconnectedness with the natural world. African 

culture in Nigeria is not monolithic but is expressed through a rich diversity of ethnic traditions 

including those of the Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa-Fulani, Ijaw, Efik, Tiv, and many other groups. Despite 

their diversity, these traditions share common features such as reverence for the land, communal 

stewardship of natural resources, and the use of ritual taboos to regulate human interaction with 

the environment (Ake, 1996). 

 

Christianity and Environmental Ethics 

Christianity's relationship with the environment has been a subject of intense scholarly 

debate, particularly since Lynn White's (1967) seminal essay in which he argued that the biblical 

command for human dominion over nature in Genesis 1:28 laid the ideological groundwork for 

Western ecological exploitation. White contended that Christianity, by desacralizing nature and 

positioning humanity as its master, contributed significantly to the ecological crisis of the modern 

era. This critique has since been challenged and nuanced by scholars who point to the biblical 

concept of stewardship as a counterbalance to dominion (Hessel & Ruether, 2000). The 

stewardship model, drawn from Genesis 2:15, where humans are commanded to 'till and keep' the 

garden, implies a responsibility of care and conservation rather than unlimited exploitation. The 

ecojustice movement within Christianity has further developed this stewardship ethic, calling for 

a theology of creation care that takes environmental justice seriously (Northcott, 1996). In the 

Nigerian context, the influence of both the dominion and stewardship models can be observed. 

Some Christian communities have embraced creation care as a theological mandate, leading to 

church-based environmental campaigns. Others, particularly in Pentecostal and charismatic 

traditions, have interpreted dominion theology in ways that legitimize the exploitation of natural 

resources as a sign of divine blessing (Kalu, 2008). 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This paper is guided by three theoretical frameworks. Cultural Ecology Theory, developed 

by Julian Steward (1955), examines the relationship between human cultures and their physical 

environments, arguing that cultural practices are adaptive responses to ecological conditions. This 

framework helps explain how both African traditional culture and Christianity have developed 

specific practices in response to the Nigerian environment. Religious Environmental Ethics, as 

articulated by scholars such as Gottlieb (2006), examines how religious beliefs and values shape 

human attitudes toward the natural world. This framework provides the conceptual tools for 

analyzing how theological doctrines in Christianity and spiritual beliefs in African traditional 

religion translate into specific environmental behaviors. Conflict Theory, drawing on the work of 

sociologists such as Dahrendorf (1959), examines how competing interests and values generate 

social conflict. In the context of this paper, it helps explain the tensions between Christianity and 

African traditional culture over environmental practices, resources, and sacred spaces, situating 

these conflicts within broader patterns of religious, cultural, and political power. 
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Historical Development of Christianity in Nigeria 

The history of Christianity in Nigeria is long and complex, beginning with the arrival of 

Portuguese Catholic missionaries in the Kingdom of Benin in the fifteenth century (Ajayi, 1965). 

However, it was the nineteenth-century Protestant missionary enterprise that transformed the 

religious landscape of southern Nigeria most dramatically. Organizations such as the Church 

Missionary Society (CMS), the Wesleyan Methodist Mission, and the Basel Mission established 

schools, churches, and hospitals that became vectors of both religious conversion and cultural 

change. The colonial period from the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century saw a significant 

expansion of Christianity in Nigeria, facilitated by the British colonial administration's tacit 

support for missionary activities (Hastings, 1994). Christianity became associated not only with 

spiritual salvation but with education, modernity, and social mobility. Converts were encouraged 

to abandon what missionaries described as 'heathen' practices, including many traditional 

ecological rituals and custodial relationships with the natural environment. In the post-

independence era, Christianity in Nigeria has diversified dramatically. The emergence of African 

Independent Churches in the early twentieth century and the explosive growth of Pentecostalism 

and charismatic Christianity from the 1970s onward have created a complex religious landscape 

in which indigenous cultural elements are sometimes integrated into Christian practice and 

sometimes rejected outright (Kalu, 2008). This diversity has important implications for 

understanding how Christianity interacts with the Nigerian environment in the contemporary 

period. 

Christianity has made several positive contributions to the Nigerian environment. First, the 

missionary establishment of schools and educational institutions created platforms for the 

dissemination of scientific knowledge about ecology, public health, and environmental 

management. Mission schools introduced curricula that emphasized hygiene, sanitation, and 

agricultural improvement, laying the foundation for modern environmental education in Nigeria 

(Ajayi, 1965).  

Second, Christian missions played a significant role in promoting public health and 

sanitation in many Nigerian communities. The construction of hospitals, dispensaries, and water 

wells by missionary organizations helped to address environmental health hazards associated with 

polluted water sources and inadequate waste disposal. These interventions, while primarily 

motivated by humanitarian and evangelistic concerns, had lasting positive effects on the physical 

environment of many Nigerian communities (Hastings, 1994).  

Third, Christianity contributed to the reduction of certain harmful traditional practices that 

had negative environmental consequences. Some rituals involving the mass killing of animals, the 

dumping of ritual waste in rivers, or the burning of large quantities of material for ceremonial 

purposes were discouraged by Christian missionaries and later by African Christian leaders who 

sought to reform indigenous practices. While this process was often carried out with cultural 

insensitivity, it did have the effect of curtailing some environmentally destructive behaviors 

(Idowu, 1973). Fourth, in the contemporary period, many Nigerian Christian organizations have 

embraced environmental stewardship as a theological and social responsibility. Church-based 

environmental campaigns, tree planting initiatives, clean-up drives, and advocacy against oil 

pollution in the Niger Delta have all been pursued by Christian groups as expressions of creation 

care theology (Hessel & Ruether, 2000). These activities demonstrate the positive potential of 

Christianity as a mobilizing force for environmental action in Nigeria. 

Despite these positive contributions, Christianity has also been implicated in a range of 

negative environmental outcomes in Nigeria. Perhaps the most significant of these is the 



 Rivers State University Journal of Religious and Cultural Studies Vol. 2 No.1 

 

 183 

systematic rejection of indigenous ecological knowledge. Missionary campaigns against African 

traditional religion dismissed the entire spectrum of traditional beliefs and practices as superstition, 

including the ecological wisdom embedded in taboos protecting sacred forests, totemic animals, 

and seasonal farming rituals. This wholesale condemnation of traditional knowledge systems 

created a cultural vacuum that left many communities without effective mechanisms for 

environmental regulation (Kalu, 2008). The destruction of sacred forests and shrines represents 

another significant negative impact. In many parts of Nigeria, sacred groves served as biodiversity 

hotspots, protecting indigenous tree species, wildlife habitats, and watershed areas from 

exploitation. The conversion of community members to Christianity often led to the abandonment 

or active destruction of these sacred sites, as converts were taught that the spiritual associations of 

such places were demonic (Ntiamoa-Baidu, 1995). The loss of these sacred spaces frequently 

resulted in the clearing of forests for agriculture, settlement, or commercial exploitation, with 

devastating consequences for local biodiversity. Furthermore, the promotion of Western lifestyles 

and consumption patterns through Christian missionary culture has contributed to environmental 

degradation in Nigeria. The association of Christianity with modernity and material prosperity has, 

in some contexts, encouraged consumerism, urban migration, and the adoption of environmentally 

unsustainable practices. The Pentecostal prosperity gospel, in particular, has been criticized for 

promoting a theology of material accumulation that is difficult to reconcile with ecological 

sustainability (White, 1967; Kalu, 2008). 

The colonial-era alignment of Christianity with Westernization also introduced new 

agricultural technologies, land tenure systems, and resource extraction practices that prioritized 

short-term economic gain over long-term environmental sustainability. The displacement of 

communal land ownership systems by individual freehold tenure, often facilitated by missionary 

education and colonial law, weakened the communal stewardship mechanisms that had previously 

regulated the use of land and natural resources in many Nigerian societies (Ake, 1996). 

 

Indigenous Environmental Knowledge 

African traditional cultures in Nigeria are repositories of sophisticated ecological 

knowledge accumulated over centuries of intimate interaction with the natural world. This 

knowledge, often encoded in myths, proverbs, rituals, and oral traditions, constitutes what scholars 

now recognize as Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK), a body of understanding about local 

ecosystems that is both scientifically valid and culturally embedded (Berkes, 1999). The spiritual 

relationship between African communities and the natural world is central to this indigenous 

knowledge system. In many Nigerian traditional religions, natural phenomena such as rivers, 

mountains, forests, and particular animal species are regarded as sacred, inhabited by spiritual 

forces or ancestral presences that command human respect and restraint (Mbiti, 1969). This 

spiritual ecology created powerful incentives for environmental conservation, as the exploitation 

of sacred natural sites was understood to invite divine retribution in the form of disease, drought, 

or communal misfortune. Among the Yoruba of southwestern Nigeria, the Osun-Osogbo Sacred 

Grove, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, exemplifies the conservation value of traditional spiritual 

ecology. The grove, dedicated to the river goddess Osun, has been protected by traditional religious 

sanctions for centuries, preserving a remarkable island of biodiversity in an increasingly urbanized 

landscape (UNESCO, 2005). Similar sacred groves can be found across Nigeria, from the Igbo 

tradition of Ajo Ofia (evil forests reserved for spiritual purposes that inadvertently conserved 

biodiversity) to the Ijaw tradition of protecting mangrove ecosystems associated with water spirits. 

Traditional ecological knowledge in Nigeria is also expressed through intimate familiarity with 
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local plant and animal species, seasonal weather patterns, soil types, and sustainable farming 

practices. Indigenous farmers developed sophisticated intercropping systems, crop rotation 

techniques, and soil conservation methods that maintained agricultural productivity without the 

chemical inputs and mechanized extraction that characterize modern industrial farming (Ake, 

1996). 

 

Sustainable Cultural Practices 

African traditional culture in Nigeria has produced a range of practices that serve as effective 

mechanisms for environmental conservation. Among the most significant are sacred groves and 

forests, which function as de facto nature reserves, protecting indigenous biodiversity from human 

exploitation. These sacred landscapes are preserved not primarily for ecological reasons but 

because of their spiritual significance; yet their conservation value is real and measurable 

(Ntiamoa-Baidu, 1995). Totemic taboos represent another important conservation mechanism in 

Nigerian traditional cultures. Many ethnic groups maintain taboos against killing or eating certain 

animal or plant species that serve as clan totems or are associated with particular spiritual forces. 

These taboos effectively create protected status for specific species, contributing to local 

biodiversity conservation in ways that parallel modern wildlife protection legislation (Mbiti, 

1969). Among the Igbo, for example, certain trees such as the Iroko (Milicia excelsa) are regarded 

as sacred and may not be felled without elaborate ritual procedures, effectively protecting them 

from casual exploitation. Traditional farming systems in Nigeria also reflect a sophisticated 

ecological consciousness. The practice of shifting cultivation, while sometimes criticized for its 

land use intensity, is in its traditional form a sustainable system that allows forest regeneration and 

soil recovery. Indigenous farmers in Nigeria developed a detailed understanding of soil fertility 

management, using organic matter, ash, and strategic fallowing to maintain agricultural 

productivity (Gyekye, 1996). The integration of tree crops such as oil palm, shea butter, and locust 

bean into farming systems provided both ecological diversity and economic resilience. Water 

resource management in traditional Nigerian culture also reflects environmental wisdom. The 

designation of certain rivers, springs, and lakes as sacred sites effectively limited fishing pressure 

and water extraction, allowing aquatic ecosystems to regenerate. Many communities observed 

seasonal fishing bans enforced through traditional authority structures and spiritual sanctions, 

practices that functioned much like modern fisheries management regulations (Berkes, 1999). 

 

Environmentally Harmful Practices: 

Despite its considerable conservation achievements, African traditional culture in Nigeria 

is not without environmentally harmful practices. Bush burning, the practice of setting fire to 

vegetation to clear land for agriculture, to drive game during hunting, or for ritual purposes, has 

long been recognized as a significant environmental problem. Uncontrolled bush fires destroy 

vegetation, kill wildlife, degrade soil quality, and contribute to atmospheric carbon emissions. 

While bush burning is not unique to Nigeria or to African traditional culture, it is deeply embedded 

in the agricultural and hunting traditions of many Nigerian ethnic groups (Ake, 1996). The 

overexploitation of certain natural resources, including bushmeat, timber, and medicinal plants, 

has also been a feature of some traditional practices in Nigeria. Population growth, urbanization, 

and the commercialization of previously subsistence-oriented resource use have intensified these 

pressures, converting what were once sustainable traditional practices into significant drivers of 

biodiversity loss. The bushmeat trade, for example, has devastated wildlife populations in many 

parts of Nigeria, with traditional hunting practices now applied at scales and intensities that far 
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exceed what indigenous conservation mechanisms were designed to manage (Ntiamoa-Baidu, 

1995). 

Certain ritual practices also have negative environmental consequences. The use of large 

quantities of water, animal sacrifice, and the disposal of ritual waste in rivers and forests are 

features of some traditional religious ceremonies that can contribute to water pollution, soil 

contamination, and pressure on wildlife populations. The Ogun festival among some Yoruba 

communities, for example, has historically involved the ritual hunting of large numbers of animals, 

a practice that, at contemporary population scales, can exert significant pressure on local wildlife 

(Idowu, 1973). Traditional land tenure systems, while often conducive to communal stewardship, 

have also in some instances facilitated environmental degradation. The common pool nature of 

communally owned land can, under conditions of population pressure, create the 'tragedy of the 

commons' dynamic identified by Hardin (1968), where individual actors overexploit shared 

resources in the absence of effective collective management mechanisms. 

 

Conflicts between Christianity and African Culture on the Nigerian Environment 

 

Religious Conflicts: The most fundamental conflicts between Christianity and African traditional 

culture in Nigeria arise from their incompatible ontological assumptions about the nature of reality, 

the sacred, and the relationship between humanity and the natural world. Christianity, in its 

missionary expression in Nigeria, has typically maintained a sharp distinction between the sacred 

and the secular, between God and creation, and between humanity and nature. This ontological 

framework contrasts sharply with the African traditional worldview in which the sacred and the 

mundane are deeply interpenetrated, and in which nature is perceived as a living spiritual reality 

rather than an inert resource (Mbiti, 1969). The demonization of indigenous spiritual practices by 

Christian missionaries represents a particularly damaging dimension of this religious conflict. By 

labeling traditional ecological rituals, sacred groves, and ancestral shrines as sites of demonic 

activity, missionary Christianity deprived many Nigerian communities of their most effective 

mechanisms for environmental regulation. The spiritual sanctions that had for generations deterred 

the exploitation of sacred natural sites were undermined by Christian teaching that portrayed such 

beliefs as superstitious and spiritually dangerous (Idowu, 1973). Pentecostal and charismatic 

Christianity, which has become the dominant form of Christianity in contemporary Nigeria, has 

been particularly aggressive in its rejection of traditional spiritual beliefs and practices (Kalu, 

2008). Deliverance ministries that target 'ancestral spirits' associated with natural phenomena, 

prayer crusades against 'water spirits,' and evangelistic campaigns that explicitly encourage 

converts to abandon 'idol worship' have all contributed to the erosion of the spiritual framework 

that undergirded traditional environmental conservation. The result, in many communities, has 

been the weakening of traditional environmental governance without the establishment of adequate 

Christian alternatives. 
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Cultural Conflicts: The conflict between Christianity and African traditional culture in Nigeria 

extends beyond the religious to encompass broader questions of cultural identity, values, and social 

organization. The missionary promotion of Western culture as the natural companion of Christian 

faith created a false equivalence between Christianity and Western civilization that led many 

Nigerian converts to abandon not only traditional religious practices but the entire cultural matrix 

in which those practices were embedded (Ajayi, 1965). This cultural displacement has had 

significant environmental consequences. The replacement of communal land ownership systems, 

regulated by traditional authority structures and spiritual sanctions, with individual freehold tenure 

modeled on Western legal concepts has weakened the collective stewardship mechanisms that 

previously governed access to natural resources. When land becomes a commodity that can be 

bought, sold, and exploited by individuals without reference to communal norms, the 

environmental protections embedded in traditional tenure systems are lost (Gyekye, 1996). The 

Westernization of consumption patterns promoted through Christian missionary culture has also 

generated significant environmental pressures. The adoption of Western dietary habits, housing 

styles, clothing, and material culture has increased the environmental footprint of Nigerian 

households, contributing to waste generation, energy consumption, and pressure on natural 

resources. The Christian mission school system, by orienting its graduates toward white-collar 

employment and urban lifestyles, contributed to rural-urban migration patterns that have increased 

pressure on urban environments while leaving rural communities without the human capital 

needed to maintain traditional environmental management systems (Hastings, 1994). 

 

Environmental Conflicts: The most direct environmental conflicts between Christianity and 

African traditional culture in Nigeria involve disputes over specific natural sites and resources. 

The destruction of sacred groves, forests, and shrines by Christian converts represents one of the 

most tangible and irreversible environmental conflicts. In many parts of Nigeria, trees, forests, and 

water bodies that were protected by traditional spiritual prohibitions have been cleared, felled, or 

polluted by individuals acting on the belief that Christian faith liberated them from traditional 

taboos (Ntiamoa-Baidu, 1995). The shift from communal to individual land use, facilitated partly 

by Christian missionary influence, has also generated environmental conflicts. In the Niger Delta, 

for example, the breakdown of traditional communal land management systems has contributed to 

the mismanagement of mangrove ecosystems and fisheries resources, exacerbating the 

environmental damage caused by petroleum extraction (Ake, 1996). Similar dynamics can be 

observed in the forest zones of southeastern and southwestern Nigeria, where the weakening of 

traditional forest management institutions has accelerated deforestation. There are also conflicts 

over the environmental implications of Christian evangelistic activities. The construction of large 

church buildings, the organization of mass religious gatherings that generate significant quantities 

of waste, and the use of amplification technology that contributes to noise pollution are all aspects 

of contemporary Nigerian Christian practice that generate environmental tensions. While these 

issues may appear trivial compared to the broader dynamics of industrialization and urban growth, 

they are symptomatic of a religious culture that has not yet fully integrated environmental 

responsibility into its practice (Hessel & Ruether, 2000). 
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Benefits of the Interaction between Christianity and African Culture 

Positive Integration and Syncretism: Despite the conflicts identified above, the interaction 

between Christianity and African traditional culture in Nigeria has also generated significant 

benefits, particularly in contexts where the two systems have engaged in creative synthesis rather 

than antagonistic confrontation. Religious syncretism, the blending of elements from different 

religious traditions into new hybrid forms, has produced vibrant Christian expressions that 

incorporate African cultural values, including ecological sensibilities, into Christian practice 

(Kalu, 2008). African Independent Churches (AICs), which emerged in Nigeria in the early 

twentieth century as a response to the cultural imperialism of missionary Christianity, represent 

one of the most important sites of this positive integration. Many AICs have retained elements of 

African traditional spirituality, including reverence for the land, the use of natural symbols in 

worship, and respect for traditional ecological knowledge, while also embracing core Christian 

theological commitments. This syncretic approach has allowed communities to maintain their 

ecological cultural heritage while participating in the broader Christian tradition (Hastings, 1994). 

The African concept of Ubuntu, or communal interdependence, which finds expression in many 

Nigerian traditional cultures, has also been incorporated into certain strands of Nigerian Christian 

theology, providing a cultural foundation for community-based environmental stewardship. When 

the communal ethos of African traditional culture is combined with the Christian theology of 

creation care, the result is a powerful framework for collective environmental action that draws on 

the strengths of both traditions (Gyekye, 1996). 

 

Environmental Awareness and Education: Christianity has also made positive contributions to 

environmental awareness and education in Nigeria. The church school system, which remains one 

of the most extensive educational networks in the country, has the potential to be a powerful 

vehicle for environmental education. Many Christian denominations have integrated 

environmental themes into their educational curricula, using theological concepts such as creation 

care, stewardship, and the sanctity of life to motivate environmental responsibility among young 

Nigerians (Hessel & Ruether, 2000). Church-led environmental campaigns have become 

increasingly prominent in Nigeria in recent decades. Organizations such as the Christian 

Association of Nigeria (CAN) and various denominational bodies have sponsored tree planting 

initiatives, clean-up campaigns, and advocacy efforts targeting deforestation, oil pollution, and 

waste management. These campaigns leverage the organizational infrastructure and moral 

authority of the church to mobilize communities around environmental issues in ways that 

government agencies often struggle to achieve (Northcott, 1996). The African traditional cultural 

value of communal responsibility for the environment also contributes positively to environmental 

awareness in Nigerian communities. The concept of the earth as a sacred inheritance to be 

preserved for future generations, embedded in many Nigerian traditional cultures, resonates with 

contemporary sustainability frameworks and provides a culturally grounded motivation for 

environmental stewardship that complements the theological motivations offered by Christianity 

(Mbiti, 1969). 

 

Development and Modernization: The interaction between Christianity and African culture has 

also contributed to development and modernization in ways that have both positive and negative 

environmental implications. Christianity’s promotion of formal education, healthcare, and  
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infrastructure development has undoubtedly improved living standards for many Nigerians, 

reducing some of the immediate pressures on the natural environment that arise from poverty and 

inadequate access to services. Better healthcare reduces mortality rates and population pressure; 

better education creates awareness of environmental issues and provides the technical skills needed 

for sustainable resource management (Ajayi, 1965). The development of more efficient 

agricultural technologies and practices through missionary-established agricultural stations and 

Christian mission schools also contributed to improvements in food production that reduced 

pressure on marginal lands and forests. When traditional ecological knowledge is combined with 

modern agricultural science through the educational networks of the church, the result can be 

agricultural systems that are both productive and environmentally sustainable (Berkes, 1999). 

 

Recommendations 

1. The Nigerian government should establish policies that recognize and legally protect 

traditional ecological knowledge and sacred conservation areas, including the formal 

designation of sacred groves and the integration of indigenous environmental governance into 

national frameworks.  

2. The Nigerian church should incorporate environmental education and creation care theology 

into its teaching and pastoral programs, ensuring that church leaders and institutions actively 

promote ecological sustainability and responsible stewardship.  

3. Government environmental agencies should collaborate with Christian organizations and 

traditional institutions to implement community-based environmental management programs, 

especially in areas such as reforestation, waste management, and conservation.  

4. Universities and research institutions should invest in interdisciplinary studies that document, 

analyze, and validate indigenous ecological knowledge, enabling its integration into modern 

environmental management practices.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has examined the complex and multifaceted impact of Christianity and African 

traditional culture on the Nigerian environment, with particular attention to the conflicts and 

benefits that arise from their interaction. The analysis has revealed that both systems have made 

significant contributions to environmental thought and practice in Nigeria, and that both have also 

been implicated in environmental degradation. The relationship between them is characterized not 

by simple opposition but by a dynamic interplay of conflict, adaptation, and synthesis. Christianity 

brought to Nigeria important resources for environmental management including educational 

institutions, public health infrastructure, and theological frameworks for environmental 

stewardship. At the same time, it undermined traditional ecological knowledge systems, destroyed 

sacred natural sites, and promoted culturally alien consumption patterns that have increased 

environmental pressure. African traditional culture preserved biodiversity through sacred groves, 

totemic taboos, and communal resource management, while also perpetuating some 

environmentally harmful practices that have been intensified by demographic and economic 

change. The conflicts between the two systems, while real and consequential, are not 

insurmountable. The growing convergence between creation care theology in Christianity and the 

ecological wisdom of African traditional culture offers a foundation for constructive dialogue and 

integrated environmental action. The syncretic religious traditions that have emerged at the 

intersection of Christianity and African traditional culture demonstrate that creative integration is 
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not only possible but has already produced vibrant communities that draw on the strengths of both 

traditions. 

The urgent environmental challenges facing Nigeria, including deforestation, biodiversity 

loss, water pollution, desertification in the north, and oil pollution in the Niger Delta, demand 

responses that mobilize all available cultural and spiritual resources. A Nigeria that draws 

effectively on both the stewardship ethic of Christianity and the ecological wisdom of African 

traditional culture will be far better positioned to address these challenges than one that remains 

trapped in the historical antagonism between the two systems. The path forward lies not in 

choosing between Christianity and African culture but in the creative and critical engagement of 

both in service of a more sustainable future for Nigeria and its environment. 
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