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Abstract

The concept of Agwis enmeshed in controversy in contemporary Iglmiesy As a result, some people
equate “Agw” with the demon or devil in the Christian Bible ehothers see it as a good thing that can
happen in one’s life. A clear understanding of ¢hacepts of Agw and its ritual enactments cannot be
achieved without a discourse on the main elemehtsfrican traditional religion. These are: belief i
Supreme Being, belief in Divinities, the unit ofcastors and the belief in magic and traditional
occultism. Knowledge of these beliefs help in gihg “Agwu” and its relationships with the Supreme
Being and man. The study highlights the structdréAgwu” and its personnel leading to an explication
of the actual performance of “Agw ritual. Here, the objects for the ritual were ren Finally, an
attempt was made at evaluating “Ag\as a concept. The study found that the concepAgivu” is real
amongst the Igbo. It is therefore, suggested tattase of possession by “Agiwshould be resolved for

a better society

I ntroduction

Igbo traditional society is one of those societileat surround themselves with many belief
systems. One of those belief systems is the comdeptgwu”. Unfortunately this belief in the existence
of “Agwu” seems to cause confusion in an individual, lireagwns and entire society’s life.

To some people, the concept of “AgWhas some equivalence to the Christian concepeafon
or devil. Such people argue that since in the @angperspective, demon is regarded as an eviit,spir
“Agwu” in the traditional Igbo society is equally termadbad spirit. They further contend that the two
have some relationships. An evaluation of sometiagiditerature on the concept of “AgW would
illuminate our discourse here. According to Oghae81:54):

“Agwu” is the god of medicine and divination. He is wopped by every
person during a person’s “Iru Agivceremony particularly males, if they are to
behave well and have common sense. To him is askitire responsibility for
the behaviour of men who act as if they have nomomsense.

In this case, Ogbalu tries to portray “Aginas the deity or spirit which has power or contveér

the behaviour of every individual. This, in Igbanaplies with the general belief that anybody irsthi
space has his or her own “AgWspirit. This “Agwu” spirit in the sense that it has control over the
behaviour of man, connotes the conception of thdl @gs possessing super human powers and can
influence men. It becomes analogous to the demensaper natural being of nature, an intermediary (
barrier) between God and man. An instance coulgelem in the gospel of Luke 8:27-33 where a man is
tormented by demons and they were cast by the pofadgsus Christ Thus, the solution or the means to
normality of one who is possessed by demon, isgordBut in the case of “Agw/ in the traditional Igbo
society, it is through “llu Agw” ritual. The preceding statement of Ogbalu isikinmto the postulation
of Ndupu (1972:12) who explains that

“Agwu” is to pagans what the guardian angel is to theisGans. It is

supposed to be owned by both male and female pealgan In fact, it is the

first god which people worship when they are botto this world.



Here Ndupu tries to link “Agw’ with the guardian angels. In this case, “Adgwhas some
relationship with God or ‘chi’ (in the Igbo concgpind both contribute to man’s coming into the worl
But with the concept of guardian angel as the thireaf man’s action towards good, it could be st
“Agwu” falls short of this attribute most of the timéisinflicts people with certain calamities and foat,
should not be grouped under the category of thedgaraangels rather under those of the apostatelsang
whose leader is Satan.

The connection made between “Agwand ‘chi’ by Ndupu, can equally be viewed in tlapect
of Igbo belief, as intermediaries between God aad.ithus Mbiti (1975:65) expatiates as follow:

It is sometimes also believed that between Godhamdan beings, there are
other beings, who populate the universe. Thesgharspirits. There are many
types of spirits. God is their creator first as ieethe creator of all human
beings. The spirits have a status between God ard emd are not identical
with either...and some of them may be used to dairetthings.

This shows that “Agw” is one of God’s creatures. It could then be shat God uses “Agw’ to do
certain things.

Furthermore, Ogbalu (1981:54) maintains that evagdicine man or a diviner has his own
“Agwu” usually represented in carved wooden form to Whie offers anything presented before taking
or tasting it. Here again, he tries to explain fhet that like all other deities, “Agw is equally being
symbolized so as to bring its concept to the redi¢he people. In essence,

Agwu” chooses his own priests, prophets and all thdse become afa men or
medicine men. These men (and women in few plaeesgive their power from
him. They foretell the future through him and hgeas herbs and roots and
other medicines to the men he has chosen (Ogh2®1,.35).

This is true because there have been so many eese® people exhibit some abnormal
behaviour. When such an abnormal behaviour is edti@t is normally taken to a diviner. If in the
process, Agw is found to be the cause of that abnormal behayitlu Agwy’' is performed for the
person otherwise the situation might get out ofdsatchendu (1965:98) states that:

Agwu” is a most proselytizing spirit always in need sdrvitors. It is very
envious of people’s wealth, which paradoxicallyclaéims to bring. To serve
“Agwu” is to enter the long rites of ordination whichyreventually make one
a ‘dibia’. Not many people have the wealth andguaté to attain this height.
Some stop after the initial rites or at any staigéhe ordination process. Where
they feel they can confidently challenge “Agw/ call to its service is to face a
long trial and temptation involving loss of propertloss of children,
barrenness, and in many cases are “Rgwsychosomatic syndromes. The
effective weapon with which to combat “Ara AgWis “igwo aja’-rites of
priestly ordination.

The above implies that one should abide strialyhe rituals of “Agw” as far as he is being
possessed by him until all the rituals are perfarmé one violates this, he will then face the
consequences alone. Consequently, some peopleeedgaty” with Christian demon or devil.

In his own opinion, Okonkwo (1974:143) defines Whg as “an ambivalent spirit, a god of
mischief and ingenuity”. He goes further to saytthAgwu” is a deity found amongst kinsmen
throughout Igbo land”. Going further, Okonkwo expfathat:

Some do have good Agwthe Agwi which makes one to produce effective
medicine is the one which is strictly believed I tigbo. Infact, there are
doctors of whom the Igbo believe that the god (Apvor diagnosing, is
imbibed in their kinsmen. May be their ancestorsrevenedicine men
(Okonkwo,1974:143).



In Igbo cosmology, “Agw” shrine is common.Okonkwo says that such shrinesharacterized
“mainly of small bush found around homes”. He abserves that the “Agw spirit exerts much control
over its devotees. Thus:

In the past, the dibia (medicine men) do not takelhmamount in Igbo land in
that it is only small amount that “AgW require them to receive. If they
receive more than what “AgWw demands, it will lead them to
madness(Okonkwo,1974:143).

To avoid the wrath of Agw one has to placate it. Obienyem (1979:13) maketear that “Agw”
imposes some abnormal or mischievous charactenerhe possesses such as misplacement of acquired
materials (especially money), madness or deviah&ieur. Arinze (1970:64) contends that “Agis
one of the spirits whose intentions are so doulbitfal it is better judged for women and childrerkeéep
away. This spirit can be capricious to the extrembp can also enrich his devotee”. Okonkwo’s
definition of “Agwu” as the god of mischief and ingenuity is therefordine with Arinze’s view of
“Agwu” as capricious and ambivalent spirit capable afdyand evil acts.

In the words of llogu (1974:74), “Agw is seen as “god of divination and herbal medidimat
belongs to one of the innumerable minor deitiesttfeumore, Agw is seen as a personal god.It has
shrines where people go to offer prayers and seesif

The suggestion that it is only males that are g by “Agw”, deviates a bit from the idea
that “Agwy” is one of the evil spirits or devils. This is Because those spirits do not possess only males.
But in the general view of the Igbo, “Agiwpossesses both men and women. It has been oldstrate
“Agwu” has control over every being even over the medianen and diviners. But, how is “Agiv
involved in the act of divination and herbal med&? In this case Metuh (1985:162) says:

Information tells me that the gift of divinationiherited from one’s matriclan
if one is possessed by “Agw if invariably it turns out that there has been a
history of divination practice in one’s matriclahence the Igbo say, “ndi na-
eme Agw ka Agw: na-akpa”. It is only those who minister to “AgiMhat are
possessed by “Ag.

This affirms that it is only “Agw” who calls one to the office of divination and bak medicine.
It equally guides them in the act. Arinze (1970:843erts in details as follow:

The clearest and indispensable sign of vocatidseta “dibia” is possession by
the spirit of “Agwu” who is special spirit of (ndi dibia) healers. “&g” is the
patron spirit of divination and diviners. It is kal “mmuo mkpasa” spirit of
confusion, because one of signs of vocation to ‘fikbéa” is a sort of madness
called “ara Agw”...due to possession by the deity. The rite of irgw& or
“ikpuAgwu (tying up or covering up Agw, should not only bring the victim
back to normality but should also harness the paf&Agwu” in him for the
practice of divination or healing with herbs ifisea medicine man.

He adds that “it is only after this rite that tendidate begins his training. This does not confli
with the fact that the office of divination is lalg hereditary’( Arinze,1970:64). In support of tball
process among the Igbo, Basden (1982:54) says:

The “dibia Agwy”, medicine-man like the diviners is called on pi®fession

by “Agwu” the patron spirit of diviners and medicine meikéd_the diviner, the
profession is inherited through one’s matriclan. siédibia” succeed their
father because a medicine practice is a sourceealtly and knowledge of
medicine is jealously a secret. Ranks of the “dilaige partly recruited from
new born boys in whom the “dibia” declares he reipgs features or
characteristics resembling those of a deceasanhfataftsman.

This assertion is true in the Igbo cosmology, tes Igbo believe in reincarnation and that it is
“Agwu” who calls the “dibia” to their profession. Onwjeegwu (1982:34) shares the view that ‘Agw



are ambivalent in their character-they reveal #herets of the invisible and visible world to traatial
medicine men called ‘dibia, in the mystical codésliwination called ‘afa’ and are also responsifile
mental illness”. Hence all deities manifest theill through this deity called Agw that determines the
fall of the diviners beads in afa divination...”.

In their contribution, OsuAgw et al (1981) state that when a worshipper of daity is
constantly being confronted with many awful thinigs,will meet an afa man (a diviner) to divine fiom
the cause of all those calamities.

From all that had been discussed, it could beriedethat all the literature reviewed are sayirg th
same thing in one way or the other. They discusat Whgwu” is, the characteristics of “Agul!, what
“Agwu” is being worshipped with, how it influences pem@ind what to do when one is possessed by
“Agwu”. “Agwu”, though seen from the discussion to be a mindtydés very troublesome and
renowned in Igbo land. In this respect, it shamse elements of similarities with the character&si
and Iskoki in the Yoruba and Hausa cosmologiesemsgely. “Agwy” is seen to have control over
people’s behaviour. Though it is troublesome, #dsially benevolent if well treated and this is wioae
yields to his call in the performance of “llu Agivritual.

Agwu and its Position in Igbo Traditional Religion:

In Igbo philosophy, like most African cultures, && Supreme Being and apart from Him are
other supernatural beings. These beliefs are nlaments that make up the African traditional religi
Such elements are divided into component partseaath has its entailment. The under listed are the
divisions:

1. Belief in Supreme Being

2. Belief in Divinities

3. The unit of ancestors and

4. The belief in magic and traditional occultism

In this hierarchy, “Agw” falls within the second category that is the Dities.
The divinities are regarded as messengers of Gadashist Him in the administration of the universe.
This stems from the African belief that God paotiied the universe into different departments armth ea
department has a divinity that looks after it. Ea€lthe divinities equally works in conformity too@'s
will and not on his own. All these divinities had#ferent names by which they are known in eacimieth
group. For example among the Bantu, they are giydraown as “muzimu”, to the Yoruba they are
called “Orisa”, got from Orise which means the seuor origin. The Igbo know them as “chi”. These
show that the divinities are dependent on the SnpBeing for their existence.

The Igbo people’s view about “Agwis channeled to almost one direction, that ig, tiew that
it has control over people’s behaviours and mapdrevolent or malevolent to people in one aspect or
the other. To “Agw” has been ascribed the power of medicine, divimatmischief and creativity. It is
also believed that, “Agw’ is the god that deprives one of the ability t@ g@ney or of doing something
normal. In this situation, one can say that “Ajus the spirit that sometimes disturbs man witfiedent
catastrophe. As a divinity, “Aget in its relationship, is one of the messenger&ofl who work or assist
Him in the government of the universe. This isbleéef of the Igbo traditional society. But one nmesk:
how is it a messenger of God where it brings almlamities to man?. Does it mean that God is
malevolent? The Igbo traditional belief for theyntend that anyone who does evil must receive
punishment. God uses the lesser beings to affietet/il doer. But in the case of an upright man vgho
afflicted by “Agwu”, what should one say? One thing that is cleaehisrthat “Agw” is a creature of
God. But in his own opinion, Okafor (1986:32) greufAgwuy” under the categories of the apostate
angels of God of whom Satan, the prince of demsnsicontroller. He contends that “AgWinhabits
man just as the demons in the Christian concepiOdafor further states that “all these will put the
person in a state of disequilibrium” and this viaél the case until “Agw’ is placated in the “lru Agw’
ritual. However, Okafor appears to overlook the that the said Christian demon or devil, with whie
groups the traditional Igbo “Agwi, does not in any way do anything good to its imictexcept



destruction. But for that of “Agw/, it sometimes brings fortune to the possesse@a@ally when the
person recognizes him and serves him. One can staddr“Agwa” as a forgotten mediator between man
and God who then struggles for recognition, themdysing problems or bringing calamities into fffes |
of the possessed until it is appeased.

One can infer that “Agw’ as a supernatural being, is beyond human coatrdlit comes with
different kinds of catastrophe to inhabit man. M@, the Igbo in this case) in order to free hethrom
such catastrophe being caused by “Afveeeks a means of placating or appeasing theybaimd so the
idea of “ilu Agwy” ritual performance came into being. It is a ciwatritual enactment which does not
involve the use of medicine per se. The performaverue is mainly at the “Agu shrine using
symbolic paraphernalia. In any religious practiteeré must be worship, sacrifice and symbols
representing the being that is worshipped. This Elspplicable to “Agw”. It has its symbols which are
found in its shrine where “llu Agw/ ritual is performed. In some places, “Agus represented only with
carved objects like dogs. But its shrine is mamlforest or small bush and there grows some tikes |
“Ogilisi”, “Ogbu” and others. Sometimes, one is nelled by the germination of “Akpu” (silk cotton)
tree at the position of the shrine few years or tmemfter the “ilu Agw” rites. When this happens, it
signifies greatness for the possessed and faroilyAfro” or “Aro Agwu” (Oke Agwu i.e. male Agw) is
said to have possessed the devotee.

“Agwu’ as a deity or lesser god is indeed beyond hunmamvliedge. Certain abnormalities which
an Igbo man cannot avoid are attributed to “Afwor instance, one who is fond of not knowing hiosv
or she uses his or her money or one who gets faginvithout any observable cause, are attributed to
“Agwu”. When such inconsistency is noticed constantlgrie’s behaviour, a way for normalcy is sought.
In this, some inquiries are made through divingtaomd then rituals and other ceremonies are peerm
Those rituals that are observed in the shrinesAgivh” to “free” the possessed are called “ilu Agw
(welcoming and giving Agw a place in one’s life and within the person’s hetaad). This is to appease
the “Agwu” (god) to forgive that person. The ritual perfomaa forces “Agw” to cease his malevolence
and become benevolent by shedding its munificendb® devotee.

“Agwu” comes to people in different ways. Sometimes;oines through liquidation in one’s
business, or one falling from a tree or any otheredsion. Some medicine men in many parts of Igbo
land regard “Agw” as the deity that protects their medicine or weahd they do ask him to collect their
money from their debtors. To some people, “Afws not destructive in that one good turn deserves
another. Compliance to the demands of “Af\lrings good fortune. That is why any “dibia” wiseeks
the protection and guidance of “AgWshould first of all comply to its demands. Thermdmnds of
“Agwu” of which refusal brings misfortunes to people:are

1. If one is appointed by the ancestral spirits tvsers medicine man
2. The performance of “llu Agw' ritual as when due.

Agwu Personnel and Shrine;
All deities have their attendants who are calleéggts. “Agwi” as a deity is not an exception.

The word priest therefore suggests one who servparticular deity or god. This is to say that he
meditates between the gods and men. Parrinder (I@®4does say that “the word priest is properldus
for an official servant of a god”. It can be deddideom this that the word priest serves both Clanist
and the traditionalists. Metuh (1985:54) categariteese priests into four groups in Igbo land. Taey
“Okpala” (family head)who is the spirit of the ast@l shrines, The “Isi mmuo” — head of spirit sult
who take charge of the shrines, The “Eze ala’-dhief priest of Ala shrine, and finally there i&ze
Nri"-the priest king of Nri town who is as it wetke high priest of the cult of Ala for a large paftigbo
land. Arinze (1970:155) has it that:

a priest would be addressed as isi... plus the nambeodeity or ‘Arusi’,

whose shrine he is in charge of. There are ‘Isi’Etkd Amadioha’ — priest of

‘Amadioha’, ‘Isi ala’ — priest of ‘Ala’. In this cse the ‘Agw’ priest (onye isi

Agwu) should also be called ‘Isi Agwpriest of ‘Agwu’.



The “Agwy” priests see to every sacrifice the villagers wanbffer to “Agwy” or the “llu
Agwu” ritual performance. It is their sole responsiilto serve their kinsmen by administering the
needed sacrifices for them whenever it is requifa.this, Ray (1976:12) says that “ritual speciglis
priests, prophets, diviners and kings are the sésvaf the community and their roles is to convey t
messages of ‘Agw to the people”.

The “Agwu” personnel, according to an informant, is not giteaining by any human being,
rather, it is “Agw” itself who trains or teaches them in the dreamw bo perform the task. Nobody in the
family can claim the day of its emanation. Buthiétperson is called to be a “dibia” (medicine mamat
would be a different case.

However, any male born in the family of “Agivdevotees learns much pertaining to “Agw
This is done whenever the ritual is being perforrhgd’Agwu” personnel. Hence whenever the priest
goes to perform any ritual, the males in such alfaaccompany him. Every male born in such a famil
will not essentially be an “Agw priest but what it meant is that in such a familgere is every
likelihood that the males there are allowed to olesend participate in the ritual performance beeau
nobody knows who might be chosen by “Adgwmext.

The gods or deities and their attendants are higdggirded in Igbo traditional society. This is as a
result of their belief that the gods are sacredsimlild be guarding and guiding their priests tmratants
from committing any crime. Mbiti (1975:156) stressen this when he says that “it is possible that
diviners have knowledge of how to use some of théoreseen forces of the universe and good
imagination”. The most important function of “Agivpersonnel is the performance of ritual or sacefi
which anybody wants to offer to “Agw. The client will know whether to perform the sidice, where,
how and what should be used for that, after coimgudt diviner.

Like all other deities, “Agw’ has its shrine. Any ritual for this deity must dene in its shrine.
Trees like “Abosi, Ogbu, Oha and or Ogilisi” areedgor delineating the Agwshrine. Ogbalu (1982: 56)
says that:

Some plants are used in offering worships to thasia.g. Ogirisi, Ogbu,
Ogirisi is particularly very important, all Okpesire made from it, many idols
including Ikenga are carved from it and piecestafre placed in front of idols
before sacrifices are offered to them.

The plants used for the shrines differ accordmtptation. Some use two or more, others use as
many as they like. They are regarded sacred amg iemd the shrine is restricted. Nobody dares tamp
with any of the contents therein. Mbiti (1975:22)ntends that “they regard such places as holy and
sacred places where people meet with God”. Thegmsinr early stage of the structure of the shrine
differs from that of later. In the first instandbge shrine is constructed with only those afore-toeed
plants which should be cut into eight pieces. Thaeees of plants cut are usually tied round wittitey
clothes. But one significant event in the structisréhe later germination of “Akpu” tree or Irokcee
within the precincts of the shrine which signifigeatness to the owner. Later, for the fact thaséh
plants are lively, they grow into big trees whiclil wncompass the shrines and make the structusbybu
This is why sometimes, when there is ceremonytoalio be performed there, people would be asied t
tidy up the shrine.

Conclusion:

The “ilu Agwy” ritual enactment is that performed for one whbéing influenced by “Agw’ so
that he would be free from the embarrassment ofwi8gWhen any abnormal behaviour is noticed in a
person, his kinsmen would take him to a diviner whones the will of the gods and makes it known to
the people. The person who came to the divinerthwilh know what to do. Ogbalu (1981:72) shares this
view by saying that “some worship idols in timesidkness. They go to diviners and the divinersgassi
them sacrifices”. It is the “Agw/ personnel (EzeAgw or Onyeisi Agw) who is responsible for “llu
Agwu” ritual. It is his duty to collect all that is mad for the ritual performance. The following



according to informants, are used for the ritughE pieces of yam, a chick, eight pieces of coinand
dry fish (Mgbakolu azu), salt, bottle of palm aimall earthen pot and or plate and a cock.

When these are complete and placed in “Ukpa”(reptkar basket in front of the “Ogilisi” trees
already positioned on the ground, some incarnatiemsld be made by the “Agw priest (being the
officiating minister) while preparing some concoctiwhich is eventually put inside the small earthen
plate and placed at where one should call theafehe “Agwu”. This is believed to be the spirit of the
invoked deity from the maternal home of the posssklaving done the above, the fowl (cock) and all
that are brought for the ritual, would be slaugikteand cooked. Normally the sacrificial food isceld
on “Ogilisi” leaves laid on the ground which theldren around have to share among themselves while
the aged, would eat the bigger part not placedhenléaves.

From the foregoing discourse, it could be dedubmt the “Agw” concept is very strong in
Igbo traditional society. But the question todawisether there is any reality in this concept. Reses
to this question should be both positive and negatit is positive in the sense that traditionalist
maintain strongly that the concept of “AgWis real. It could be equally interpreted negdtivimm the
Christian and modern view. But whatever way onehmapproach one’s responses; it could be wise for
the Igbo people to re-awaken the belief in theterise of “Agw” in order to find answers to certain
socio-political trends prevalent in their domaimkis indeed, should be pursued immediately if gl
should solve the seeming political madness amangabple and find their feet in the political entit
called Nigeria. This is because everything thatfpleag has a cause. The crucial question being fnsed
politicians, social commentators and moralistsVi$ty should a right thinking person allow himself or
herself to be used as an object of disintegratioorey his or her people? The answer may be in the
concept of “Agw” and his characteristic possession.
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