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For my mother, Nkoli, The Child of Story.






Ndi Igbo Enwe Ézè

Igbo People Do Not Have Kings








INTRODUCTION

Igboland—Ala Igbo—is the ancestral land of Igbo people. It is in what is now southeastern Nigeria in West Africa. Its settlement precedes written history. Traditionally, Igbo society is structured around self-ruling communities connected by trade routes and separated by forests, lakes, and other natural barriers. In Igbo oral history, the first ancestor was Eri. Eri settled by the Omambala river around the ninth century, in what is now known as Aguleri.1 Over time, his children traveled out to settle in different locations, and some descendants traveled to nearby tribes, often returning with new traditions. Ǹrì is the descendant of Eri, and the spiritual head of one of the oldest kingdoms in Igboland, [image: ]ràézè Ǹrì, the Kingdom of Nrì. The descendants of Eri contributed a lot to what is now considered standard Igbo culture, but there are many differing and sometimes contradictory traditions among Igbos.

The kingdom of Nrì has a spiritual head, called the Ézè Ǹrì, and his leadership came from his connection with Chineke, the creator spirit. A popular saying in Ala Igbo is “Igbo enwe ézè,” or “Igbos do not have kings.” Instead, what rules an Igbo person is the spirit, chi, that represents their destiny and the contract they made with the creator when that person was born. Igbo people answer to the piece of this spirit that rests in them, and to each other.

Igboland has numerous lineages, which can also be called clans. Igbo communities, and villages are largely made up of kin. Each has its own cache of stories, and the variety of origin myths reflects this abundance. One of the most popular stories—and my personal favorite—comes from UmuNrì (the children of Ǹrì). They came from the first ancestors, Eri and his wife, Namaku. Before the UmuNrì were made, the world was covered with water; then Chukwu, the great spirit, pulled up anthills from the ground and made dry land. He summoned Eri and Namaku from the sky and showed them the land. He taught them how to farm and told Eri to spread this knowledge throughout Igboland. Eri became the Ézè Ǹrì, the head priest, of what would be the Nrì kingdom.

That is just one story from one lineage. There are many other origin stories, because there are numerous Igbo clans, so much so that they can’t be counted in full. Each community that settled an area has a different story that explains their community. For example, some tribes claim to be descended from the children of Eri and Namaku, while other tribes are believed to have migrated into Igboland from surrounding areas. Other origin stories describe the first people being made from the soil or from other deities. Despite all these different tales, Igbo communities have a lot in common.

Section I addresses some of those similarities and Igbo culture as I experience it. It also explains the general structure of the Igbo community and spirituality. Section II has stories. These sections are followed by a glossary.

The stories in this book are just one small part of Igbo culture—mine. I learned a lot of the information from my mother, grandfather, uncles, aunties, or cousins. I was told some stories while I was half asleep but pretending I was not. Others I begged to hear as I grew older. The ancestors of my people laughed and fought and loved. They made demands of gods and spirits. They lived and told stories about it all. We continue in their stead.

My name is Chinelolumu. I am a child of red soil and river pythons. Let me tell you about my people.


	
1 Alice Apley, “Igbo-Ukwa (ca. 9th Century),” October 2001, https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/igbo/hd_igbo.htm.









SECTION I THE IGBO PEOPLE









CHAPTER 1 IGBO CULTURE [image: ]


IGBO WORLD VIEW (ỤWÀ NDỊ IGBO)


Igbo people understand the world (Ụwà) as having three realms: the sky (Igwe), the earth (Anị), and the spirit world (M̀mụo). In the sky and on the earth is life, where humans and all visible things (plants and other animals too) live. Another world, the spirit world, is separated from but intimately connected to the visible world. The material, or physical, world affects the spirit world, and vice versa. Igbo reality doesn’t fit into neat boxes of right and wrong, up and down. Instead, think of the world as two mirrors facing each other; the sky is one mirror, and the ocean is the other. The earth is between these reflections, like a doorway with infinity on both ends. A doorway is an entrance, but not an origin. It connects realities. The earth’s position as a doorway allows it to serve as a connection between the sky and the ocean, but also the material and spiritual worlds.

This connection between the visible and spirit worlds also links life and death. Igbo people believe in reincarnation. When an Igbo person dies, that person returns to the spirit world and then comes back to the physical world in a new body. But this cycle of life, death, and life again does not last forever. A person who lives a virtuous life can become an honored ancestor, meaning that the person can stay in the spirit world, where a specific place is reserved for ancestors. There, these honored ancestors can live as they would in the physical world, except they do not die.

The sky is home to some of the core deities of Igboland. Chukwu, the great spirit, is said to hold meetings in his obi-ukwu (court). No human has seen Chukwu’s court. Stories have it that Chukwu has an obi, a large meeting room, just like in a human compound. It is made from clouds instead of earth; plants that live on air grow in spiral designs around the obi’s walls and across the bottom of the obi. What the spirits talk about is not for humans to know, and Igbo people do not directly concern themselves with the affairs of spirits. Instead, dibìàs and ézès are the intermediaries between the realms. More than anyone else, they understand the ways of the spirit realm. Alusị—deities—such as Amadiọha, Igwe, Anyanwụ, and Ọnwa, stay in the sky with Chukwu, although they have different realms (see Chapter 2). The earth, or ground, is home to Anị, the alusị that represents the earth. Her body holds land, water, humans, and other spirits. In her stomach lie all the dead and the living.

Chi is one of the most important concepts in Igboland. Chi translates as “spirit,” but a person’s chi represents more than that. Everything comes from Chukwu, including chi, so Chukwu has a say in everything. A person’s chi is what was created first in that person. It holds their destiny, which they decided on with Chukwu when they were being created. The destiny agreed on between a person’s chi and Chukwu is known only to the two of them. Igbo people traditionally believe that fulfillment is about discovering and fulfilling that destiny. An Igbo person’s chi is reincarnated after death, while the physical body remains in the earth and returns to the elements. Each life in the cycle of reincarnation is meant to give a person a chance to attain the destiny predetermined by their chi and Chukwu. Therefore an Igbo person needs to connect with and understand their chi to achieve their goals. A common saying is that “if a person says yes, so does their chi”—or, in Igbo, “onye kwe, chi ya ekwe.”

The Igbo word for human is m̀madù. Some people break down this word into two words, mma (goodness) and dù (is). Other people break it down into mma and ndù (life). Either way, being human in Igbo culture is about goodness and life. “Goodness” is defined by a person and their community, but honoring traditions and supporting your community are generally considered good. The aspiration for a good life, achievement within yourself and community, is the baseline of Igbo culture.

CALENDARS

This is the story of the Igbo calendar. Ézè Ǹrì, the head priest, was visited by four spirits—sometimes they were fishers or market sellers, the details change, but there are always four spirits—who told him what the days were and helped him organize the Igbo calendar. In Igboland, there are four days (ụbòsì) in a week (izù), seven weeks in a month (onwa), and thirteen months in a year (arò, àkà, or afo). There is an extra day at the end of every year dedicated to spirits.

The Igbo weekdays are Èke, Oyè, Àfò, and Ǹkwọ, and are named after the messenger spirits that visited Ézè Ǹrì. The days are also called “market days” because different communities pick one of the days to hold a market; therefore, a market is always open somewhere in Igboland. The spirits guard all the trade on their days. Communities have different spirits or stories tied to their markets. The spirits could be wise elders, beautiful youths, or lively children.

IGBO COMMUNITY

The Igbo community starts with the family. Traditionally, Igbo communities did not have rulers. Most communities were groups of large families and if they were governed at all, it was by priests, elders, and councils. Most often, a community or village shares a common patrilineage or matrilineage. Each family lived in a compound (m̀bala), a walled, circular space with several small houses. The ground of the compound would be made up of packed red earth smoothed to accommodate humans. The center of the compound was an obi, where the head of the family lived and welcomed visitors. The rest of the family would live in different houses placed throughout the compound. Houses in Igboland are made from red earth and wood, bound together by woven cords, and their roofs are made of bundles of dried raffia. Each house has anywhere from two to four rooms, although wealthier compounds can easily have houses with double the usual number of rooms. Typically, the first room is public and the rooms in the back or at the sides are private, but Igbo houses do not follow a standard interior design. Compounds can have three-sided open sheds used to house yams and other crops. Sometimes crops can also be bundled with netting and hung from wooden support poles. A big harvest of yams is something to be proud of in Igboland. A compound also holds a family temple dedicated to an alusị. Elders and other adults in the family can have their own temples, and the head of the family usually has an ikenga, a physical representation, often carved from wood, of willpower.

The compound is the smallest unit of an Igbo community. Towns or villages are larger communities and extensions of the compound. Connecting towns or villages traditionally share lineage. All the communities together form the Igbo tribe as a whole. Often, communities are linked by meeting circles that grow bigger with each additional grouping. Igboland is a tapestry of interconnected communities separated by hills, forests, rivers, farmland, and other geographic features.

TITLES

In Igbo culture, to take a title is to take on a leadership role in your community. A title like ézè means priest and leader. This is because, traditionally, ézès were spiritual leaders as well. Ézès can commune with spirits and guide the people through any issues that arise. An ézè can be consulted in times of war or famine, or about a marriage or birth. Ézès, however, do not dominate or dictate to people with their power; they support the people with their strength and wisdom. In fact, the kingdom of Nrì never had a standing army. Instead, priests, diviners, and crafters would try to solve the problems of the communities they visited through Igboland. They would be called in to settle disputes or perform a cleansing to wipe away great sins or to send away troubled or malicious spirits. Sometimes they would even visit a community with a message or demand from an alusị. The crafters would take on apprentices, teach skills, or sell their wares.

The most important aspect of a leader is their ability to serve. Some titles, such as Ọmụ, Nzè, and Ọzo, are earned with age and given to elders for their wisdom and service in the community. Other titles are given to people who achieve great things, such as hunting a leopard or growing huge quantities of food.

Titles like Òbi and Igwe are newer in Igboland. They were introduced by Igbo people returning from other lands. These titles are for leaders and, thus, such titles are the closest Igboland gets to having a ruling class. An Igwe or Òbi rules over a community that has a council of elders. They preside over meetings, and their word often carries the most weight in the community. At the same time, they aren’t free to do as they please and are accountable to the same community they lead. In extreme situations, any leader can lose their title.

A dibìà is another category of title in Igboland. Dibìàs are healers, diviners, herbalists, and spiritual leaders. They do everything from making medicine to communicating with spirits. A dibìà is usually called into service for a spirit. The rites of initiation for different spirits are kept secret and known only to those who are called. A dibìà is sometimes called a dibìà afa or onye afa. “Afa” means “divination.”

The Igbo people can give themselves a personal name in addition to their birth names. We can also acquire a title or a personal name from family and community members by doing brave or crafty things, or by having prominent character traits like being fast or funny or having a nice voice. A strong person might have the word agụ, meaning tiger, in their personal name. One of the names my mother calls me translates to “calm waters” because she says I can be calm on the surface, with a rush of current underneath. My teachers used to call me ọnụ, which means “mouth,” because I talked a lot.

Igbo titles and personal ways work in different ways that can change from one community to another. For example, di means “husband.” At the same time, di is also added to words to show that someone is the best at something in their community. Dimgba is a common title for the best wrestler in an age grade, or in a village. For a person to be a good wrestler, their spirit has to be one.

In Igbo reality, everything in the physical, material world is an expression of a spirit. This includes the things we do, so a funny person has a funny spirit. The name is an attempt at honoring and recognizing the spirit being shown. A name carries a spirit in that way. So when a person’s spirit is strong enough to manifest in a way the community recognizes, it is fitting to give that spirit a name.

IGBO ART

I believe that we Igbo people, at our core, value connection. When you dance, you create a connection between your spirit, thoughts, and your body. When you tell a story, you create a connection between people. When you carve or make pottery, you create a connection between yourself and the earth. As with most things in Igboland, art is linked to the spirit. When you connect, you create something—life. Igbo culture honors and supports life.

MUSIC

Igbo people play music on many different occasions. Festivals, wrestling tournaments, title-taking ceremonies, births, deaths, and marriages are all causes for music. Music is also used to accompany stories. Igbo people use drums, flutes, gongs, and stringed instruments. Igbo instruments can be made from wood, clay pots, or metal. Larger drums can reach as high as an adult’s knees or can be small enough to carry in one hand. One popular Igbo instrument is the ogene, a metal gong with two bell-shaped hollow parts. It looks like two cowbells that have been connected. Musicians use a wooden stick to play the ogene and make different rhythms. Besides the ogene, Igbo people also use instruments like ụbọ aka, a kind of thumb piano, or the “talking flute” ọja, which is used for many things, including wrestling competitions, dancing, and speeches. Igbo is a tonal language, which means the way something is pronounced affects its meaning. A skilled ọja player is able to imitate the tones of conversation, so much so that you can make out the words from the flute sounds! There are also simple instruments like an ajali, a shaker instrument made from calabash wrapped in string of beads. To use it, you just have to shake it to a rhythm. I have fond memories of growing up and running around with an ajali in hand.

ÙLÌ

Ùlì is a design style that uses dye or paint to re-create natural and symbolic patterns. Ùlì designs are used as decorations for important events and ùlì art can be found in, and on, houses of important people in a community. Ùlì is traditionally considered a women’s design, because it came from Anị, the alusị of the earth. While primarily women create ùlì art, whether it is dyed into fabric or painted directly on the body, all genders wear ùlì designs on their bodies or fabric. Ùlì drawings are usually made from black and indigo dyes. Ùshe, which is similar to Ùlì, uses red dye. Spirals and circles are common shapes. Animals can also be part of the design: a tortoise can represent wisdom or trickery; the leopard is represented by its paw print; and the snake is depicted with curves or spirals. Some alusị, like Amadiọha, are also represented; his symbol is a five-peaked thunderbolt. The symbol for Anyanwụ—the sun—is a circle surrounded by lines emanating from but not touching the circle. Also, ùlì is used in paintings and murals.


CRAFTS

Igbo people are craftspeople, but our crafts focus on everyday things rather than grand sculptures. I think this occurs because of the way we view life. We find beauty in the things that we consider to be commonplace. Igbo crafts include clay pottery, metalwork, cloth weaving, and beading.

Mbari houses are a type of spiritual art in Igboland. They are made to honor Anị and painted with ùlì. These houses use wood and earth like other Igbo buildings, but they are filled with carved figures representing other spirits and Anị’s family. The figure of Anị’s spouse, Amadiọha, with Anị next to her, is in many mbari houses.2 Mbari houses also include carved objects from daily life, such as pots and stools. When a mbari house is complete, it is closed off and left to naturally decompose back to the earth.

STORIES

Stories are an important part of Igbo culture. Moonlight tales (egwu ọnwa) are communal events where everyone gathers and trades stories or plays music. These stories were important ways to pass down Igbo culture, history, and tradition. Proverbs (inu or ilu) are also important parts of Igbo culture. My grandfather and my mother raised me with proverbs. I still do not understand some of them. I’ll share one: “A new chicken moves with one leg.” It means that you should be careful when you are in a new situation. The knowledge my elders gave required a narrative I had to work to understand. This made it more effective and fun.

Many Igbo people are writers, storytellers, and musicians. In Igboland, a story is told with music, rhymes, and audience interruptions. The stories in this book include some of the more common ones, as well as a few that I have not heard outside my family or village. Igbo storytellers share common characters, themes, and sometimes, songs. What makes a story stand out is how well the teller can tell it. Some people are good at voices or music. Others add unexpected twists to the story. Peers tell stories to entertain each other, and elders tell stories to teach lessons or share their experience. Following my ancestors’ lead, I used the differences between my stories and theirs to share my experiences and lessons I have learned, and to entertain.

GAMES

One of the most popular games in Igboland is nchò or ịchò; the full name is ǹchòlòkòtò. It is very similar to the two-person game of mancala, which is played throughout Africa and Asia. But nchò is indigenous to Igboland. It is played by placing small seeds or stones into different groups, also called houses, and trying to collect as many seeds as possible. The winner is whoever has the most seeds at the end of the game.

Wrestling (m̀gba) is also very common in Igboland. It can be played to gain a title, impress a future spouse, or just for fun. In Igboland, the point of wrestling is not to harm anyone but to display skill. You win a wrestling match by throwing, flipping, or pinning your opponent on their back or lifting them off both feet.

CROPS

Yams are one of the most important crops in Igboland. Igbo yams are different from potatoes. They are giant and can easily be the size of a forearm! One of the biggest festivals is the New Yam Festival, which marks the yam harvest. People gather to dance, wrestle, sing, and enjoy the harvest. Everyone shares food, because there is enough to go around. Yams can be boiled, roasted over a fire, and pounded and fried in oil. Often they are cooked with vegetables and meat to form a dense porridge.

My favorite meal in the world is pounded yam with ọha soup. Ọha means the leaves of the African redwood tree and the soup is seasoned with dried fish and meat. I also like to eat pounded yam with red stew—made from tomatoes—and okra soup. This combination is not traditional–in fact, people consider it an abomination against food–but I love it. A more common way to eat yams would be with egusi soup. Egusi soup is generally made from ground melon seeds, pumpkin leaves, and palm oil, and seasoned with meat.

Cocoyam is another important crop. Unlike large yams, a cocoyam is a small root vegetable around the size of someone’s fist. In Igboland, cocoyams were traditionally farmed by women, whereas yams were farmed by men. Nowadays anyone can farm both crops.

The kola nut, a small reddish-brown nut that in rare cases is white, is the most important produce in Igboland. However, the kola nut is not eaten casually. There is an Igbo saying that “he who brings the kola brings life.” The kola nut is the concentration of the Igbo love of life. It is used to start meetings and important events. It is also used to offer friendship and to connect with spirit. Kola connects all the realms, which is why it brings life. Kola tastes like a mix of a coffee bean, cashew nut, and cacao bean. It has a crunchy texture and tastes earthy and a little bitter. The process of eating kola is called “breaking kola” or “ikwa ọjị” in Igbo. This phrase describes the eldest person in the room speaking prayers and saying blessings before breaking apart the kola nut with a small knife. Breaking kola is usually done by men, but titled women can participate—as with most things in Igboland, there are often exceptions. The pieces are passed around to the visitors, sometimes with palm wine, the sap of palm trees.

Palm wine is a very important part of Igbo culture as well, and my village, Oba, is known for the sweetest palm wine in all of Igboland!


	
2 Amadiọha is sometimes referred to as Anyanwụ’s partner, though this designation is rarer.








CHAPTER 2 THE ALUSỊ: DEITIES [image: ]


Alusị in Igboland are spirits—sometimes called deities or gods—that represent core aspects of life or community. The better-known alusị are the spiritual body of powerful concepts like truth and love or physical entities as the sun, rivers, or the earth. Alusị can be represented by carvings, drawings, and temples, but all depictions are fluid and depend on how a person describes them. How an alusị is understood changes according to the community. Each community cultivates a relationship with an alusị (or more often, several). In farming communities, land and harvest spirits are stronger. In warlike communities, battle or war spirits are stronger. The physical description and personality of spirits can also change, again, depending on the community.

“M̀mụo” refers to spirits in general, that is, spirits that are not alusị or chi, specifically. It refers to any being that does not have a permanent physical body in the human realm. Water spirits, forest spirits, wandering spirits, and even animal spirits are in this category. Innumerable spirits reflect every possible form of existence. M̀mụo are mostly neutral, but they can be malevolent, or “ajo-m̀mụo,” meaning “bad spirit.” This could just be the nature of the spirits, or they could be a human that had lived a poor life and had been rejected from the reincarnation cycle. An Igbo saying “Chineke bu m̀mụo,” which means the creator is a spirit, emphasizes the importance of spirit and its connection to Igbo identity. Chineke is a spirit and the ancestors are spirits. The personal chi is a spirit too, but is tied to a physical form to express itself.

The focus of the relationship between an Igbo person and a spirit is respect and understanding. If a person has a relationship with a spirit, but the spirit does not seem to be responding or doing their job, the person can break whatever they are using to represent that spirit and begin a new or different relationship. After all, Igbo enwe ézè: Igbos do not have kings.

CHUKWU

Chukwu is the creator spirit. It is also known as Chineke. Chukwu can be broken down into “Chi-Ukwu,” which means “great spirit.” Chineke breaks down into “Chi-na-eke,” which is “the spirit that creates.”

Chukwu usually does not have a temple or statues to represent it, because the spirit is everywhere. We are living in it! The most powerful connection to Chukwu is internal; it is a person’s chi. Chukwu has no common depictions, but everything is a representation of it. The depth of the oceans, the height of the mountains, the hottest days, and the coldest nights—that’s where Chukwu is. Everything possible represents the creator spirit.

Like everything else, alusị are created from Chukwu. Unlike Chukwu, however, they can have identifiable personalities that reflect the energies and realms that they control.

ANỊ

Anị is the spirit of the earth. Her name translates as “ground” in Igbo. She is also referred to as a goddess. Anị’s realm is life and death. She oversees marriage, fertility, art, and the harvest, as well as death and the underworld. The laws of Igboland are known as òmenàànì, which means “it happened on Anị.” Everything that happens on the ground is in the jurisdiction of Anị; thus, crimes are called nsọ Anị because they are taboo in the world of Anị. When someone commits nsọ, it affects the whole community; and if the crime is severe enough (like murder), entire groups and everyone would be held responsible and not just the person who committed the crime.
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