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Abstract 

World religions are not immune to issue concerning gender 

equality, of which the Yoruba traditional religion is not an 

exception. The Yoruba world is deeply rooted in a religious 

paradigm which makes their religion an important factor in shaping 

the general outlook of the Yoruba people of south-western Nigeria 

on life, especially, with regard to gender issue. The dynamics of 

Yoruba traditional culture depicts substantial and significant roles 

for both sexes, which are vividly demonstrated in individual’s 

traditional rites and functions. Like most patriarchal cultures, 

Yoruba traditional women are limited socially as they usually live 

as home makers, child bearers and wives. This to a greater length, 

reveals relative deprivation, male dominance and subordination of 

female gender. This belief was interpreted by some cultures to mean 

that women are inferior to men. Exception only occurs in religious 

vocation where women play distinctive roles which are formidable 

to the unity and progress of the society Women can therefore, 

legitimately be said to be empowered even in a seemingly patriarchal 

setting like the Yoruba traditional society. This paper therefore, 
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considers gender situation among the traditional Yoruba as a public 

enlightenment towards the empowerment and emancipation of 

women.  

 

Keywords: Religion, Culture, Gender, Yoruba People, Gains and 

Challenges. 

 

Introduction 

From time immemorial, there has been a growing consensus that 

sustainable development at whatever level and in shape requires an 

understanding of both women’s and men’s roles and responsibilities 

through their participation within the community and their relations to 

each other. While it is true that each culture has its own gender role norms 

and values, and the degree of equality between men and women differs 

widely across societies, of which the Yoruba traditional society is inclusive. 

The influence of religion in Yoruba culture as regards the issue concerning 

gender inequality and the dynamics of the people’s cultural heritage will 

serve as our outmost interest. To achieving this therefore, there is the need 

to examine first and foremost, the interplay between religion and culture 

and to determine to what extent this relationship between the duo has 

greatly influenced gender issue among the Yoruba traditional people and 

its effects on sustainable development in society. 

Gender perspective in Yoruba culture will be examined, without loosing 

sight of the gains if any, and the challenges ahead. 

 

1.0 Religion and Culture Interplay 

The struggle for gender equality in religion is still an issue despite the 

efforts and progress that has been made in bridging the divide. For a more 

purposeful clarification process, it may be helpful to begin with careful 

observation of the relationship that exists between religion and culture, and 

in particular, how the duo contributes to gender inequality among the 

Yoruba traditional people of south western Nigeria, with the ultimate view 
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as to how gender inequality will not be an impediment to sustainable 

development in society. In the words of Tomaro Masuzawa, who carried 

out a research work on the historical development of the 19th and early 20th 

century, for the origin of religion, to be precise, in terms of the relationship 

between religion and culture. She advanced a pertinent suggestion that 

may help to support the fact that religion and culture often inform each 

other. In her view, “religion is not an abstraction. It has vital sign only as it is 

deeply rooted in the moving process of folk life”1. On the other hand, a careful 

observation of culture may also suffice in confirming the fact that human 

beings have, since their existence, been trying to shape social customs in 

order to establish a common ground. As a matter of fact, all human society, 

Yoruba people of Nigeria inclusive, have expected ways and manners in 

which an individual is required to conduct his or her affairs within a given 

social space. This normative expectation are products of culture, which 

explains the totality of a people’s way of life2. 

Premised on the above, it is not unthinkable that, religion and culture 

intertwine. As such, religion should be seen as a product of culture, because 

it is one of the ways of life of a people. According to Ayantayo, he defined 

culture, “as a way of life that reflects peoples distinctive genius and spirit, their 

fundamental character or ethos, their value orientation, worldview, institutions 

and achievements in the various field of human endeavour-legal and literacy, 

artistic and scientific, religious philosophical and theological”3. In the same vein, 

it is also difficult to have an all inclusive acceptable definition of religion, 

because religion is a sensitive phenomenon, which stands for different 

things, for different people. In short, the phenomenon is best defined on the 

basis of individual conviction, which is the end product of religious 

experience. In the words of Ayantayo, “it is pertinent to state that religious 

experience precedes religious conviction, and, ultimately religious expression and 

belief”4. Even though both religion and culture interplay and can be used 

interchangeably, there is problem in getting an acceptable definition for the 

duo, there is difficulty in defining religion just as defining culture. 

However, since religion has to do with belief system, it is therefore, 
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essentially a product of culture. This is contingent on the assertion that 

peoples beliefs arise from interpretation of things around them. A 

systematic reflection and interpretations of what people see around them 

do inform religious encounter, which later translates to religious conviction 

and ultimately religious beliefs. 

As a matter of fact, the religious thinking of a people is reflected in what 

they say about God. And most cultures are largely shaped by their 

dominant religions and vice versa. For instance, among the Yoruba’s, 

whose religion is predominantly traditional religion before the advent of 

Islam and Christianity signified God to be commonly understood to be 

male. Nye’s view corroborated this when he said that, “the ideology of a male 

god is what paved the way for the subordination of women in many societies”5. 

This stem from the fact that God is literarily explained as a male person. 

Even Christianity, Judaism and Islam teaches that Adam was created first 

and Eve afterwards. Painstakingly, this belief was interpreted by some 

culture to mean that women are inferior to men in principle. 

 

2.0 Gender Perspective in Yoruba Culture 

Each culture, as in the case of the Yoruba people of south-western Nigeria 

has its own gender norms and values. The dynamics of Yoruba traditional 

culture depicts substantial and significant roles for both sexes, which are 

vividly demonstrated in individual traditional rites and functions. In 

Yoruba traditional culture, Yoruba women are limited socially as they 

usually serve as home makers, child bearers, and wives. This no doubt, 

seems to some extent reveals relative deprivation, male dominance, the 

suppression and subordination of female gender. But rather, contrary to the 

saying that women are weaker vessel, it makes them stronger than weaker 

vessels as they often seems to be viewed.  

At this juncture, it is imperative to know what constitute gender. By 

definition, gender is an important consideration in the development 

process. Gender is the socially created and learned distinction that specify 

the ideal physical, behavioural, marital and emotional traits and 
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characteristics of males and females6. On the other hand, gender is also a 

way of looking at how norms and power structures impact on the lives and 

opportunities available to different groups of men and women7.  

Often times, gender is mistaken for sex for this reason it is important to 

distinguish between the duo, as the two concepts are not synonymous. Sex 

refers to the biological characteristics with which we are born such as 

chromosomal, anatomical, hormonal, physical and physiological attributes 

that determine whether we are male or female. Biology, for example, 

determines whether or not we are able to bear children. Gender, on the 

other hand, is a social construct that defines roles played by females and 

males8. Arising from these assertions, gender, therefore, refers not simply 

to women and men, but to the relationship between them, and the way it is 

socially constructed. In the words of Oyekanmi, “there is no where in any 

society in the world where men and women occupy the same social status. Gender 

therefore looks at the status of women in comparison to men9” 

Scholars have also viewed gender as a relational form that must include 

women and men. No wonder, Bravo-Baumann, looked at gender relations 

as the ways in which a culture or society defines rights, responsibilities, and 

the inheritance of men and women in relation to one another10. He stressed 

further that, gender relations affects household security, family well-being, 

planning, production and many other aspects of life. Understanding these 

gender relations and the power dynamics behind them is a prerequisite for 

understanding individual’s access to and distribution of resources, the 

ability to make decisions, and the way women and men, boys and girls are 

affected by political process and social development. 

In the case of the Yoruba traditional culture, as our focal point, when 

compared with men, women control fewer political and economic 

resources, including land, employment and traditional positions of 

authority. This is because according to Olurode et al, most cultures tend to 

assign higher values to the role played by men than those played by 

women, and the tendency has been to assume that males are superior and 

that females (women and girls) are subordinate to males11. The position of 
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Aina adequately fits into the Yoruba situation in western Nigeria, 

particularly, where women still suffer many forms of discrimination based 

not on their sex but on gender related assumptions, which limit their 

contribution to the development of the society. For example, she opined, 

“any imbalances in access to property by either sex would definitely lead to power 

imbalance, imbalance in relations, and less contribution to development from the 

less powerful”12. She stressed further that, women dominated in the rural 

agricultural economy, which is a characteristics of the Yoruba traditional 

society, and the informal sector where they account for 60% of the labour 

force and 90% of the domestic good needed in the household13. 

Unfortunately, she argued further, that women with this impressive 

population in agriculture, despite being their favourite are denied land 

ownership which consequently, preclude them from planting cash crops 

that are high income yielding. 

The implication of this situation described above are grievous for any 

society that is careless about the women, especially where they constitute a 

majority of the population of such society as in the case of the Yoruba 

society. The importance of gender in relation to development is 

underscored by Akanle, where she argued that: 

The continued existence of disparities between 

women and men in access and control over 

resources, and the overt discrimination against 

women throughout history, are not only seen as 

a clog in the wheel of national and international 

development agendas, importantly, the 

achievement of gender equity is bound up with 

all other goals of sustainable development’14 

 

3.0 Gains and Challenges 

General observation about women in Yoruba traditional setting and 

elsewhere in the world is that women are people whose feelings are based 

more on passion than on reason and therefore were mentally weak. By 
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extension, they are people seen as dependents, subordinates, as people who 

could not have wealth in their own name, as people without the necessary 

power of oratory needed in politics to convince other men. In general, they 

are to be directed by men and if recalcitrant, to be coerced15. This practice 

in the past may have accounted for the emergence of the concept of 

feminism by trying to match up with men in terms of equal rights and 

benefits. 

Adebayo accounted for the emergence of all versions of feminism which 

asserts that women in the past had been suppressed and oppressed by men 

through patriarchal norms which have been rationalised as natural16. This 

is a major negative effect of gender inequality in the emergence of feminism 

which seem to be challenging what was taken for granted as normal and 

desirable in most societies but which were of negative consequences to 

women and in reality had no basis in nature. Rather, gender is socially 

constructed, the biological differences of the sexes should be conceptually 

maintained for procreative purposes, but society must work together and 

seek way to end this unhealthy rivalry by realising that equality is in fact 

an unalienable rights. To this end, there is therefore, the need to 

differentiate religion and culture while coming to terms with the fact that 

gender gap must be closed. 

 

4.0 Conclusion 

The role of women in religion will continue to be a struggle by virtue of 

equality. As we continue to make progress towards gender equality in 

society, we must as a matter of urgency reason together and make 

conscientious decisions. We must come to term that both men and women 

are individuals whose autonomy and existence demand that they equally 

reclaim their unalienable rights. And until we find common ground in 

overcoming the chasm that gender construction has maintained for so long, 

we shall always live in a world where true equality will never be realised. 

On a final note, it is obvious that we have carefully established that what 

constitute gender is culturally determined and it has no root in the nature 
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of sexes. If this is the case therefore and it seem to be true, then all barriers 

culturally mounted against the female sex must be removed to pave way 

for meaningful contribution to the much needed development of any 

society that is desirous of one. Using Yoruba traditional culture as example, 

all traces of gender discrimination noticeable in the homes, offices, market 

places, political space and other societal institutions must be carefully 

identified and deliberately uprooted to pave way for sustainable 

development in our society. 

Even though, the zenith have not been attained; where women are now 

given ample opportunity to exercise their equally given alienable rights in 

public sphere. As currently observed, in the recent decades, the presence of 

women in public life has grown, whether in politics, education, or 

workforce. This had been made possible with women accessing 

opportunities that are more educational. With more women in the 

advantage position, the more successful the society will be, and the better 

the society for mankind. 
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