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Abstract 

Cultism in Nigerian tertiary institutions is considered to be a 
perennial problem which is not new to Nigerians. Its activities are not 
only posing threat to educational system but also to national 
development. As a result of this ugly trend, the paper examines the 
origin of cultism and equally states reasons why students join cult. A 
number of reasons highlighted in this paper include lack of parental 
care, financial difficulties, peer pressure, political factors and fear of 
being maimed. Also, the paper analyses the effect of cultism on 
national development. Finally, the paper suggests counselling 
interventions to be adopted to address this problem. 

 
 
 
 Today, cultism has become “talk of the town” as a major concern to well meaning Nigerians. 
According to Denga (1988), cultism has been identified as one of the major factors responsible for the 
rising crime and violence in Nigeria. As a result of this ugly trend, this paper examines the origin of 
cultism and how members operated when it was initially founded in 1953. It is observed with dismay 
that today; people join cults for selfish reasons. With this, it has brought negative effect on the masses 
thereby, posing threat to national development. 
 
 The future of these young undergraduates who are leaders of tomorrow is at stake because of 
their involvement in cultism. If nothing is done to arrest the ugly trend, then one may be justified to 
say that the future of the country is bleak. This paper delved into the origin of cultism, reasons why 
students join cult and its effect on the nation. Finally, the paper highlights counselling interventions to 
be adopted to address this problem. 
 
Conceptual Clarification 
 Counselling has no single definition. It has been defined in various ways by different scholar 
and authors. Dustin and George (1973) in Rasak (2010) defined counselling as a learning process 
designed to increase adaptive behavior and decrease maladaptive behavior. This definition sees 
counselling as a help given to an individual to bring out those qualities in him that conform with the 
norms of the society where he found himself and at the same time, discourages the person’s anti-
social behavior. 
 
 Denga (1989) saw counselling as a personalized dialogue or interview between the counsellor 
and the counsellee or client during which the client seeks expert assistance from the counsellor 
regarding the resolution of his problem. Counselling therefore, can be regarded as a help given to 
person to help himself or herself. 
 
 Nwamuo (2010) in Rasak (2010) defined counselling as “a personal help carried out mainly 
by means of interpersonal communication whereby, the counsellor helps the counsellee or client in 
achieving self worth, self understanding. 
 
 From the above definitions, one can deduce that the emphasis is placed on two sets of people 
– the counsellor and the counsellee. These definitions also lay emphasis on the fact that the interaction 
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is a purposeful one between the counsellor and the counsellee where the former provides help to the 
latter to understand himself or herself.    
 
 Cultism is derived from the world “cult” which is a Latin word meaning cultivation, laboring 
and worship. According to American Heritage of English Language (2000) Cult is “a system of 
community of religious worship, ritual, especially one focuses upon a single deity or spirit; it also 
means obsessive devotion for a person, principles or ideas, an exclusive group of persons sharing an 
esoteric (something intended for or understood by a small group which is not to be disclosed publicity 
because of its confidential interest. 
 
 From the above definition one can deduce that cultism is a form of pseudo-religious practice 
based on a cardinal principle of rituals practiced by a small group of people whose main objectives is 
to win public interest, make wealth and wield power and social status in the society. 
 
 Youth is generally the time between childhood and adulthood. Youth is also defined as the 
appearance, freshness, vigour, spirit, etc characteristics of one who is young. The term youth is also 
used for people of both sex-male and female of a young age. In this write-up, the words youth and 
student can be used interchangeably, because they mean the same thing. 
 
Origin of Secret Cult 
 Cultism started in the University of Ibadan in 1953 by a group of students led by Professor 
Wole Soyinka. They formed a cult group called pirate confraternity otherwise known as the sea dogs. 
Their primary objective was to right the wrongs of their time such as fighting colonialism, racism, 
abolish tribalism and elitism. (Apaluwa, 2000). They also carried out philanthropic activities such as 
blood donation, organizing rag day and giving material assistance to the needy. Indeed, it was a social 
network to entrench the much agitated Nigeria independence on a firm ground as the group was not to 
harm, maim, kill and destroy lives and properties but to make live meaningful and bearable to all. 
 
 Unfortunately, these laudable goals have been misplaced by the proliferation of cult groups in 
Nigerian university. This started when pirate confraternity developed internal crises which led to the 
break-away of some members who later formed the Buccaneers. From that period onwards, other 
groups such as the Black Axe, the Vikings, The Black Beret, the Mafiaso, the Dragon, The Scorpion, 
the Temple of Eden fraternity etc. began to emerge. The emergence of many cult groups on campus 
have turned most Nigerian University into battle fronts among warring cult groups and most students 
are either killed, maimed or expelled. Properties are also destroyed. Because of this ugly situation, the 
pirate confraternity and some other cult groups moved out ofcampus and today pirate is known as 
National Association of Sea Dogs. The Buccaneers as Buccaneer Association of Nigeria (BAN), the 
Black Axe as The Black Axe Association of Nigeria. This move was to free members from the 
temptations in campus which always resulted in clashes among cult members of different groups. 
Inspite of this, cultism has distracted most Nigerian Youths from contributing meaningfully to 
national development. 
 
Causes of Cultism 
 The following reasons are among why youths joined Secret Cult. 
1. Lack of Parental Care: Denga (1998) in Denga and Akulo (2004) noted that extreme 

hostility to children tend to make them hostile to other children. Such children will exploit 
opportunities to lord it over other children. They tend to become easily available for cultism 
especially if cultism can fill the gaps of lack of care and love which the parents have failed to 
provide for them. Also, wealthy parents who stockpile weapons at home to protect their 
wealth expose their children to the use these weapons. Learning then becomes a secondary or 
even tertiary interest. 
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2. Financial Difficulties: The hard socio-economic policies of government has made most 
Nigerian household indigent, and there is the compelling need to send their children to school 
to acquire knowledge which will help them gain job and upturn their poverty. These children 
can hardly fend for themselves. Cultists claim to be their brothers’ keepers. The provision of 
these students needs by senior cult members entices them to join cult. 

 
3. Peer Pressure: The youthful students have the tendency to imitate and follow the crowd. The 

activities of cultist often attract the fancy of some students who think that the cultists are men 
of guts, courage and brave people who command respect and have authority on campus. This 
makes some students begin to show interest and join cult eventually.    

 
4. Political Factors: Denga (1998) noted that cults could be bribed to instigate trouble in 

tertiary institutions in order to discredit leadership. The son of the soil syndrome can ventilate 
a planned disturbance against the leader of a school who is not an indigene so as to harass 
him/her out of office. 

 
5. At times new students are recruited by the fear of being maimed upon refusal to join. Such 

students after listening to or watching them perform are left with no option rather to join. 
 
6. Search for responsibility: Some students join cult group in order to perform certain services 

for members. For example some students may join cult in order to fight for perceived 
injustice against their member 

 
7. Politicians join Cult groups in order to get people that would serve as thugs and help them to 

silence opposition. Osazuwa (2009) posited that politicians use cult members to force voters 
to vote for them either by offering them bribe or issuing of threat on them. 

 
Effect of Cultism 
1. Increased Crime Rate: Cultism has been identified as a major factor responsible for the 

rising rate of violence and crime in Nigeria. Crimes such as armed robbery, murder, rape and 
sexual harassment can all be traced to cultism (Ogidefa, 2008). Also, Denga (1998) stated that 
armed robbery and hired killings are all spin-offs from cultism. 

 
2. Loss of Lives: Cult clashes lead to outburst of violence on campus, which leaves many 

students dead, wounded or maimed. It sometimes leads to the rustication/expulsion of both 
innocent and guilty students. When this happens, the learning process is adversely affected. 
Sometimes the school is closed down. 

 
3. Loss of Infrastructure: Some cult clashes are so severe that infrastructure are severely 

damaged or destroyed. When this happens, the funds that would have been used to provide 
other facilities and infrastructure are used to replace the damaged ones thereby, retarding the 
wheel of development. 

 
4. Enthronement of Mediocrity: The existence of cultism has replaced merit with mediocrity. 

Cult members cheat to acquire their certificate lecturers who insist on merit for passing 
examinations are openly attacked, disgraced, beaten up or killed thereby paving way for the 
reign of fear. 

 
5. Spread of Sexually Transmitted Disease: Cultists are used to such criminal activities as 

rape, drug abuse, armed robbery etc. Most cultists who suffer from one STD or the other rape 
girls under the influence of drug and transmit such sexually transmitted disease to the victims. 
Akinsade (1996) noted that most cultists are rapists, lesbians and prostitutes.  
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Counselling Interventions 
 Counselling is premised on the philosophy that every human being at one time or the other 
needs some help to resolve certain issues. Failure to receive this help means that the problems 
continue to afflict the individual until it finds its solution. Such solution may be joining secret cult. 
Students also need help to resolve their social, home, health, academic, emotional and financial 
problems. When students cannot resolve such problems, they are forced to join cult that offers to help 
them resolve these problems. Therefore, a counsellor who is professionally trained to assist 
individuals resolve problems should be at the forefront of helping student against joining secret cult. 
 
 The first thing the counsellor in collaboration with the school administration should do is to 
organize orientation programme for fresh students. During orientation programme, the counsellor can 
explain the evil nature of cultism to fresh students. Orientation programmes also help students to 
maximize the resources they have around them (Gbenda, 2008). For example, they are helped for 
instance, to know where the school library is located and what the library facilities are and how to use 
them (Denga, 1998). When students put the library to proper use, their distraction is minimized and 
their propensity to join cult is reduced if not completely eradicated. They now begin to participate in 
decision making process especially on issues affecting their lives. Such decisions will help built 
sustainable economy. 
 
Inculcation of Right Attitude, Values and Behaviours: The Counsellor should counsel students to 
achieve self realization; such realization will constrain them from joining cultism and rebelling 
against school authority and wanton destruction of school properties. If students subscribe to cultism, 
it is because they have been fed with wrong notion that cultism is worthwhile. If a counsellor who by 
training, is equipped to  handle people with wrong notion attend to them, they will be helped to 
appreciate that although cultism seems to bring benefit in the short run, in the long run they 
boomerang and cause a lot of damage to the victims. Abdulkardi (2009) noted that some students get 
involve in cultism because of its benefits. When they know that it does not bring benefit their attitude, 
behavior and value towards it will change. They will become focused and begin to contribute 
meaningfully to national development by becoming engineers, plumbers, journalist, economists etc. 
 
Membership of Cult Group is as a Result of Wrong Notion/Belief System: The counsellor can 
also adopt the ABC counselling techniques of Albert Ellis in counselling student cultist to change 
their irrational belief (ib) system and adopt the ration belief (rb) system. 
 
Conclusion 
 Having defined cultism, reason why students join cult and the effect of cultism on students 
and society, the paper also advanced counselling benefits. It is believed that if counsellors are given 
adequate assistance to do their work, cultism would become a thing of the past and Nigerian youths 
would begin to direct their efforts toward national development. 
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