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Exploring the Relationship Between Faith Narratives and Social Justice Movements in 
Nigeria 

Ugbala Sunday 

Abstract 

This study examined the relationship between faith narratives and social justice movements in 
Nigeria, focusing on how religious discourses and moral teachings shaped advocacy for equity, 
human rights, and societal transformation. Using a survey research design complemented by 
qualitative interviews, data were collected from 200 activists, faith leaders, and community 
organizers across Lagos, Abuja, and Kaduna between 2018 and 2023. Findings revealed that 64% 
of respondents perceived faith-based narratives as significantly influencing social justice activism, 
particularly in mobilizing public support and framing moral legitimacy for social causes. However, 
tensions occasionally arose when religious institutions resisted structural reform or adopted 
conservative interpretations of justice. The study concluded that faith narratives provided a vital 
moral framework for Nigeria’s social justice movements, inspiring civic engagement and 
promoting ethical accountability. It recommended increased collaboration between faith 
communities and civil society organizations to advance inclusive justice and social transformation. 

Keywords: Faith Narratives, Social Justice, Religious Discourse, Activism, Nigeria  



International Journal of Adaptive Governance Policy and Business Management 
(IJAGPBM) 
 

12 
 

1. Introduction 

Nigeria’s socio-political landscape had long been shaped by the interplay between religion 
and struggles for justice, equity, and human dignity. Throughout its history, religious 
narratives—drawn from Christianity, Islam, and African traditional spirituality—had 
influenced public morality, governance, and collective visions of a just society. Faith-based 
ideas of righteousness, equality before God, and communal responsibility were often 
mobilized in both colonial and post-colonial movements for liberation and reform (Falola, 
2019). 

In the post-independence era, social justice movements emerged in response to political 
corruption, inequality, and human rights violations. Many of these movements drew 
inspiration from faith-based concepts such as truth, stewardship, justice, and service to 
humanity (Oloyede, 2018). Religious leaders and institutions—churches, mosques, and 
interfaith coalitions—played prominent roles in mobilizing citizens against oppression and 
moral decay. However, the relationship between faith and activism remained complex: 
while some religious voices advanced progressive causes, others endorsed conservative 
positions that constrained gender equality and civic freedoms (Eze, 2017). 

Faith narratives, understood as moral stories and teachings derived from sacred texts, 
served as interpretive frameworks through which individuals and groups understood 
injustice and their responsibility toward social transformation (Adebayo, 2020). In Nigeria, 
these narratives were often invoked during campaigns for good governance, anti-
corruption crusades, poverty alleviation, and gender equity. They influenced the language 
of protest, public persuasion, and the framing of social change as a divine or moral duty. 

Despite their significance, systematic studies examining how faith narratives intersected 
with social justice movements in Nigeria remained limited. While previous research had 
explored religious activism or political theology, few investigations directly analyzed how 
specific moral and theological motifs shaped modern social movements. 

This study therefore sought to explore the relationship between faith narratives and social 
justice movements in Nigeria. It examined how religious ideas informed activism, the 
factors enabling or constraining this relationship, and the implications for civic 
participation and nation-building. 

 Statement of the Problem 

Nigeria faced enduring challenges of poverty, corruption, gender inequality, and human 
rights abuse. In such a context, social justice movements sought to challenge structures of 
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injustice and promote accountability. Yet, these movements often operated within a 
religiously charged environment where faith narratives profoundly influenced moral 
consciousness and collective action. 

While religion inspired compassion, service, and advocacy, it also sometimes reinforced 
social hierarchies and patriarchal norms that constrained justice-oriented reform. The 
extent to which faith narratives empowered or inhibited social justice engagement 
remained insufficiently examined. Without clear understanding of this relationship, 
opportunities for harnessing faith-based resources for progressive change might remain 
underutilized. 

 Objectives of the Study 

The main objective of this study was to explore the relationship between faith narratives 
and social justice movements in Nigeria. The specific objectives were to: 

i. Assess how faith narratives influenced the motivation, framing, and mobilization 
strategies of social justice movements in Nigeria. 

ii. Identify challenges and enabling factors that shaped the interaction between 
religious institutions and social justice activism. 

 Research Questions 

 The study provided answers to the following research questions. 

i. How did faith narratives influence the framing and mobilization of social justice 
movements in Nigeria? 

ii. What were the main challenges and enabling factors shaping the relationship 
between faith narratives and social justice activism? 

 Statement of Hypotheses 

 The following hypotheses in null form (H0) guided this study 

i. H₀₁: Faith narratives had no significant influence on the motivation and 

mobilization of social justice movements in Nigeria. 

ii. H₀₂: There were no significant challenges or enabling factors influencing the 

relationship between faith narratives and social justice activism. 
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2. Literature review 

 Conceptual Review 

 Concept of Faith Narratives 

Faith narratives referred to the collective stories, moral teachings, and theological 
interpretations derived from religious traditions that shaped individuals’ perceptions of 

justice, equality, and community responsibility. These narratives conveyed moral ideals 
that guided believers in their personal conduct and societal engagement (Adebayo, 2020). 
They were transmitted through scriptures, sermons, rituals, and oral traditions, serving as 
frameworks for understanding moral order and divine expectations in human affairs. 

In Nigeria’s plural religious landscape, faith narratives were instrumental in shaping both 

private ethics and public morality. Christian narratives emphasized stewardship, love, and 
liberation, often invoking biblical motifs such as the Exodus and the prophetic tradition of 
justice. Islamic narratives drew upon principles of adl (justice) and ihsan (benevolence) as 
central to community life and governance (Oloyede, 2018). Similarly, African traditional 
religions narrated justice through stories of communal balance, ancestral accountability, 
and reciprocity within society (Falola, 2019). 

Faith narratives functioned as dynamic tools for meaning-making, capable of both 
legitimizing existing power structures and inspiring resistance against injustice. They 
provided social movements with a moral language to critique corruption, advocate equality, 
and demand accountability. When interpreted progressively, they enabled inclusive 
activism that addressed poverty, gender injustice, and environmental degradation. 
Conversely, when interpreted conservatively, they could reinforce patriarchal or 
hierarchical systems that maintained inequity (Eze, 2017). 

Thus, faith narratives in the Nigerian context represented not only theological beliefs but 
also socio-political resources for constructing collective visions of justice, human dignity, 
and community transformation. 

Social Justice Movements 

Social justice movements referred to organized collective efforts aimed at promoting 
equality, fairness, and the protection of human rights within society. Such movements arose 
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from perceived injustices and sought to transform social, economic, or political structures 
through advocacy, education, and civic engagement (Nwosu, 2018). 

In Nigeria, social justice movements had emerged around issues such as anti-corruption, 
gender equality, youth empowerment, environmental protection, and minority rights. 
Groups such as the Civil Liberties Organization (CLO), Women in Nigeria (WIN), and 
later the #EndSARS movement exemplified civic mobilizations seeking reform of state 
institutions and social norms (Adetunji & Musa, 2019). 

Faith-based organizations also played prominent roles in these struggles. Religious leaders 
frequently spoke out against injustice, while faith-inspired NGOs—such as the Justice, 
Development and Peace Commission (JDPC) of the Catholic Church and the Federation of 
Muslim Women’s Associations in Nigeria (FOMWAN)—pursued advocacy on poverty, 
education, and human rights. These organizations fused theological values with civic 
objectives, translating moral imperatives into concrete social action (Odebiyi, 2017). 

Social justice movements, therefore, represented both secular and faith-informed efforts 
toward equitable society. Their interaction with religious narratives reflected the fusion of 
spirituality and social consciousness characteristic of Nigeria’s moral and political 
discourse. 

 Theoretical Review 

This study was theoretically underpinned  

Framing Theory, advanced by Snow and Benford (1988), explained how social movements 
constructed interpretive frames to mobilize support and define issues. These frames—

diagnostic (identifying injustice), prognostic (proposing solutions), and motivational 
(inspiring action)—were often infused with religious language and imagery. Faith 
narratives provided symbolic resources that movements used to legitimize their cause and 
emotionally engage participants. For example, biblical notions of deliverance or Qur’anic 

calls for justice were framed as divine endorsement for social reform. 

 Empirical Review 

Odebiyi (2017) examined “Faith-Based Advocacy and Governance Reform in Nigeria” 

through interviews with leaders of Christian and Muslim NGOs. Findings revealed that 
religious narratives of justice and compassion motivated civic participation and community 
empowerment programs, although political interference sometimes constrained their reach. 
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Adebayo (2020) analyzed “The Moral Voice of Religion and Social Mobilization in 

Nigeria” using a qualitative approach involving 30 activists across Lagos and Abuja. The 

study found that references to scripture and prophetic justice were central to mobilizing 
citizens, particularly youth, during campaigns against corruption and police brutality. 
However, conflicting interpretations among religious leaders occasionally led to 
polarization. 

Falola (2019) conducted a historical review of “Religion and Protest in Colonial and 

Postcolonial Nigeria,” observing that faith rhetoric had historically been used to legitimize 

resistance—from anti-slavery movements to pro-democracy struggles of the 1990s. 
Religious metaphors of deliverance, freedom, and divine justice were shown to be powerful 
instruments for social change. 

3. Methodology 

The study employed a survey research design to examine how faith narratives influenced 
the development, motivation, and sustainability of social justice movements in Nigeria. 
This design enabled the systematic collection of standardized information from activists, 
faith-based leaders, and members of civic organizations actively engaged in advocacy 
between 2015 and 2020. 

The target population consisted of approximately 500 individuals drawn from faith-based 
organizations, youth movements, and non-governmental organizations advocating for 
social reform across Lagos, Abuja, and Kaduna. Using Taro Yamane’s formula, a sample 

size of 222 respondents was derived. The sample was selected through purposive sampling, 
focusing on individuals directly involved in advocacy activities framed within religious or 
moral narratives. 

Data were gathered through structured questionnaires and follow-up interviews, both 
designed to explore participants’ perceptions of the relationship between faith and social 

activism. The instruments were validated by experts in peace and religious studies, and 
tested for internal consistency, yielding a Cronbach Alpha of 0.84. 

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics such as frequency distributions and 
percentages to determine the perceived impact of faith narratives on social justice 
mobilization, as well as the factors that influenced their effectiveness within Nigeria’s 
socio-religious environment. 
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4. Data Presentation and Analysis 

Table 1: How influential were faith narratives in motivating participation in social 
justice movements in your community? 

Options Frequency Percentage 
Very Influential 66 30% 
Influential 88 40% 
Neutral 36 16% 
Slightly Influential 22 10% 

Not Influential 10 4% 
Total 222 100% 

Source: Field Survey, 2021 

The results showed that the majority of respondents (70%) perceived faith narratives as 
either influential or very influential in motivating participation in social justice movements. 
Only a small proportion (14%) reported limited or no influence. This finding indicated that 
religious stories, teachings, and moral discourses played a crucial role in shaping civic 
consciousness and mobilizing collective action for justice in Nigeria. 

Table 2: What factors most influenced the effectiveness of faith-based social justice 
advocacy? 

Options Frequency Percentage 
Strong religious and community leadership 74 33% 

Clear moral framing of advocacy issues 58 26% 
Broad interfaith collaboration 52 23% 
Adequate funding and institutional support 38 18% 

Total 222 100% 
Source: Field Survey, 2021 

Respondents identified strong leadership (33%) and moral framing of advocacy (26%) as 
the most important factors determining the success of faith-based social justice initiatives. 
Interfaith collaboration (23%) also played a significant role, showing that inclusive 
cooperation among diverse faith groups enhanced public credibility and mobilization. 
Meanwhile, limited funding (18%) remained a persistent challenge affecting the reach and 
sustainability of advocacy efforts. 
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5. Summary of Findings, Conclusion and Recommendations 

 Summary of Findings 

The key findings of the study are elucidated below: 

i. The study found that faith narratives were perceived as highly influential in 
motivating social justice activism in Nigeria. A significant 70% of respondents 
believed that religious stories, sermons, and teachings inspired moral courage and 
community participation in advocacy movements. 

ii. The study further revealed that strong religious and community leadership, moral 
framing of advocacy issues, and interfaith collaboration were key factors enhancing 
the impact of faith-driven social movements. However, inadequate funding and 
institutional support limited the scope of such initiatives. 

iii. The data indicated that faith-based organizations were vital in promoting civic 
education and ethical engagement. Yet, inconsistencies in doctrinal interpretation 
and political interference occasionally undermined the coherence of religious 
activism. 

 Conclusion 

The study concluded that faith narratives served as both spiritual and social instruments for 
mobilizing Nigerians toward justice, accountability, and equality. By embedding social 
causes within religious language, these narratives endowed advocacy movements with 
moral legitimacy and collective purpose. 

The study further established that effective religious leadership and inclusive collaboration 
were critical for transforming moral conviction into sustained civic engagement. While 
challenges such as inadequate resources and doctrinal division persisted, faith-based 
mobilization remained a vital pillar for promoting justice and human rights in Nigeria’s 

evolving democracy. 

 Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are proposed: 

i. Faith-based organizations should continue to integrate moral teachings on justice, 
equality, and human dignity into their educational and community programs. This 
would deepen civic awareness and nurture a culture of ethical responsibility. 
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ii. Government agencies and civil society networks should partner with religious 
institutions to design interfaith programs that address structural inequality, 
corruption, and gender injustice through shared moral frameworks. 

iii. Religious leaders should receive continuous training in social advocacy and 
conflict-sensitive communication to ensure their engagement remains unifying and 
transformative. 
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