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Abstract
The study is meant to discuss the worship of Opugula deity among the people of IKibiri
E E community. The Specific purpose of the study is to document how Opugula deity was
I worshipped among the people of Ikbiiri community. The methods employed were the historical
and phenomelogical methods. The data for this study were collected from field survey obtained
from local residents of Ikibiri who are Traditionalists. At the end of the investigation, we found
out that the worship of Opugula Deity has not been documented. This is the problem that
motivated the researcher to embark on the work. Worship of Opugula deity in Ikibiri is carried
out directly and indirectly and this is either done spontaneously (direct) and through the
religious leaders such as the priests, medicine men and women, herbalists and the diviners.
People have seen and termed the worship of Opugula deity as a demonism but the findings of
the study have proved that wrong. OPugula deity is a deity that is believed to have protected
the Ikibiri People from the effects of outbrake of epidemics, protected the people from external
attack and have also helped the Ikibiri people to win wars during the good old days of inter-
village warfare. The deity is also believed to have blessed and prospered Ikibiri indigenes in
their various endavours that they have been engaged in the past and even presently, as such, the
deity is a god of benevolence and beneficent to his votaries, yet it is termed demonic by
believers of the Christian Religious tradition. Sequel to the above, the researcher without
equivocation is recommending that the worship of this all Important deity to the Ikibiri people

INTRODUCTION

This paper is geared towards documenting the worship of Opugula
deity in Ikibiri community Yenagoa Local Government Area,
Bayelsa State. Before we go into the details, it is expedient that we
first of all give an insight in to the personality of Opugula deity.

Opugula deity is a war deity of the Ikibiri people in Yenagoa Local
Government Area of Bayelsa State. Opugula deity is believed to
have sustained the life of the people of the community, for he is a
community god and the deity is also a source of social control and
spiritual guidance to the people in question. The deity helps to
protect the people, helped the Ikibiri people to win wars against

their adversaries in the days of inter-village warfare, etc., and as
such, it is not an overstatement for us to say that the functions of
the deity to the Ikibiri people deserves to be documented. This is
the purview of this paper.

Statement of Problem:

The worship of Opugula deity in Ikibiri community has created
differences among the Ikibiri people between the Christians in the
community and adherents of the people’s indigenous religion. The
Christian votaries see the devotees of Opugula deity as
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“unbelievers’ and that the traditionalists in the community do not
even understand what it takes to worship the supreme Being,
Woyengi, and that they are the children of the devil. This
development has affected the strength of the adherents of the deity
and people that knew how the deity was worshiped in its original
form are all dying out, yet no researcher has documented anything
about the deity. This is the problem that the researcher is out to
solve, to create literature on this all-important deity of the Ikibiri
people so that posterity will not judge us for allowing this aspect of
the people’s culture to go into extinction.

Methodology

The researcher adopted the phenomenological and historical
approaches to guide the research. The sources where data were
collected for the purpose of the study includes primary and
secondary sources. The primary sources include unpublished works
and other materials that are relevant to the essay topic and oral
interviews, while secondary source include consulting of published
materials.

Significance of the Study

The importance attached to the worship of Opugula deity amongst
the believers of the Ikibiri people’s indigenous religion cannot be
overemphasized. The deity is highly revered by the people in
question and so the literature that this paper will generate will be of
great benefit to future researchers and the younger generations
among the people that wish to acquire university education
specializing in African Traditional Religion. This paper will also
serve as a guide to scholars who would want to research more on
the deity. The way the Ikibiri people worship Opugula diety is
worthy to be documented and the literature would add something
new to the body of Knowledge.

Literature Review

In African indigenous Religion, there are arrays of deities and they
vary across different cultures within the continent and even in the
diaspora for example the Americas. These gods includes Sky
divinities, Nature divinities, forest deities, ancestral spirits or
deities like defied ancestral spirits, aquatic spirits among others.

Sky divinities are identified with the celestrial bodies and are often
taken as primordial gods. They are believed to have assisted or
participated in the creation of the universe with the Supreme
Being. A good example of one of such gods is Orishanla of the
Yoruba Religion.

Nature gods are gods that are closely linked to specific natural
features for example rivers, mountains, sacred forests, totems, like
animals, crops and trees. They are believed to embody the spirit or
essence of these natural phenomena and are seen as protectors of
certain areas, objects, or communities that they are believed to
abode or be in charge. A good example is the Yoruba goddess of
Oshun associated with the Oshun River in Ondo State of Nigeria.

Ancestral deities are revered and deified spirits of ancestors who
died but continued to maintain mutual relationship with their living
folks. They are believed to guide and also have the ability to
influence human affairs.

Functions of deities:

In African belief system, deities holds and play significant roles
and perform various functions within the religious concept of
people in the area where such deity is identified with. They are the
link between the profane and the sacred realms, grants blessings to
their adherents, functions as guiding spirits, granting of blessings,
and bestowing favours upon their devotees, etc.( Parminder 1997).

However, Mbiti (1990) states that deities in African Traditional
Religion act as intermediaries between the spiritual realm and
human beings. They serve as the link between the physical and
metaphysical worlds, representing the divine presence and power.
Deities are believed to possess supernatural abilities and
Knowledge, and they use their influence to interact with and
impact the lives of individuals and communities.

They are also believed to serve as moral guides and the enforcer of
ethical behaviour. Mbiti further suggested that deities in Africa
serves as the entities that checks human conduct, set in moral
standards and expectations within the community of its abode.
They are regarded as custodians of justice and order, rewarding
righteous actions and punishing wrong-doings

They inspire individuals to uphold virtues such as honesty,
kindness, and respect for others. Parrinder (1969), explains that
deities in African Traditional Religion play a major role in the
maintenance of social cohesion and communal harmony. They
serve as symbols of unity, identity, and collective consciousness.
Worshipping and honouring deities fosters a sense of belonging
and solidarity among community members. Deities also reinforce
social norms, values, and customs, helping to preserve cultural
heritage and traditions.

They are often associated with natural forces and phenomena. They
have the function of controlling and influencing the natural world.
They are believed to have power over elements such as rain,
fertility of the land, and the cycle of seasons. By appeasing and
worshiping the deities, communities seek their favour to ensure
agricultural abundance, ecological balance, and favorable weather
conditions.

In African, the functions of deities are intertwined and
interconnected, reflecting the complex relationship between human
and the divine. Deities are revered and honoured through rituals,
sacrifices, prayers, and offerings, establishing a reciprocal
relationship whereby humans seek divine favour and guidance in
exchange for devotion and obedience.

Origin of Opugula

Opugula deity of the Ikibiri community came into existence in the
1940s. The symbol of Opugula diety is camwood and the deity first
manifested itself through its symbol, that is the camwood to a
woman named Yagayaga from the Biye’s family of Tamukunu
compound of Ikibiri community. Yagayaga went to the market in
Igho land and bought some items alongside with camwood.
Camwood in those days were used by the ljaw people to adorn
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female maiden that undergoes the rite of circumcision, so women
use to trade on it. Days after she came back from the market, she
began to observe some mysterious signs concerning the camwood
such as changing of positions at where it was kept and also
disappearing and reappearing again in her house. One night, the
camwood appeared to her in a dream proffering solutions to some
of her problems.

In a particular night, she had a dream where this very camwood
declared to her that he should be called Opugula meaning “ the
arbitrator” who gives strict judgments; and that he should be
worshipped by a son of a slave woman then in Ikibiri known as
fee-ere in ljaw language. This was the genesis of the worship of
Opugula diety in Ikibiri Community.

The first chief priest of the deity was one Malati who was later
succeded by Chief Bokoru, the immediate past Chief Priest of
Opugula. Opugula deity has attracted worshipers from various
works of life, who go to consult the deity for solutions to their
spiritual and physical problems. This is due to its swift action in
meeting people of their various needs including cases that need
arbitration, intervention, protection, etc., hence the deity is
considered as god of justice.

Majority of the landed properties and fishing lakes including vast
portions of land on Wilberforce Island, Bayelsa State including the
land where the Bayelsa State International Airport is located
presently was the property of Bokoru’s compound which they
acquire through Opugula deity. In those days, one would wake up
and found out that mysteriously a vast portion of the IKibiri
people’s forest has been burnt down overnight, this happened
among almost all the major forest reserves of Ikibiri community.

Once this happened, it is a sign that Opugula deity want such
portion of land for the use of the chief priest and as such, no other
family members could cultivate the land in question again except
the people from Bokoru’s family where the deity has chosen that
all his chief priests must come from, hence if any other person
from other families attempts to farm on the land, the person in
question would die a mysterious death, (Keteke, 2024). As earlier
mentioned, this is because the mysterious fire outbrakes in the
various bushes of Ikibiri symbolizes that Opugula has acquired
such parcel of land and so it has become a special preserve for the
members of the family of Bokoru where Opugula deity is
domiciled.

Other prominent deities worshipped by the Ikibiri people are
Egboso, god of protection, Aforibiaasain god of wind and thunder,
egbegia-ala, god of wealth, borikagbe, god of fertility and many
others. However, non of these gods are as important to the Ikibiri
people as Opugula deity.

Functions of Opugula Deity

In this part of the essay, we shall take a look at the functions of
opugula deity and these includes the believe that, he sustains the
life of the Ikibiri people, he acts as a guidance and protective deity
to them, that he mediates between the indigenes of Ikibiri and the
sacred. He also plays the role of assisting them to reap or have
bumper harvest of their crops during harvest time, and also how the

deity has acted in their local adjudication setting as an arbiter. If an
Ikibiri man commits any crime and was not caught, the deity would
punish the culprit until he/she confesses his/her crime. If such
person refuses to confess and the required rituals carried out in
order to pacify opugula deity, the person would fall sick and the
sickness can lead to death.

Opugula is also believed and regarded as protector of its followers
in Ikibiri community. The deity is invoked for protection of the
confines of the study area and the people from harm, illness, and
attacks from malevolent forces for example witches, wizards,
sorcerers, and even some seiteme, or evil spirits.

He is also known, for Opugula is a male deity according to
Christopher (oral Interview) as source of moral and spiritual
guidance to the Ikibiri people in the area of ethical principles. The
deity serves as role model to the people on how to live a virtuous
and fulfilling life, because it abhors evil and hence punishes
deviants among his devotees. Opugula Deity is also believed to
have acted as intermediary between its worshipers and the spiritual
realm. The deity is often invoked through incantations, rituals,
offerings, and sacrifices to intercede and fight on behalf of the
people when they are attacked by other forces such as witches and
wizards, sorcerers, and even other malevolent spirits.

Opugula is also associated as earlier indicated with the
administration of Justice and the enforcement of moral order. The
Deity is believed to reward good conduct and punish wrongdoings,
ensuring that justice and sanity is upheld within the community.

He is also believed to heal sick people among his adherents and
restore the well-being of them and other physical, emotional, and
spiritual problems.

Opugula is also attributed with the fertility of agricultural crops
and bumper fish catch amongst his devotees that are farmers and
fishermen. The deity is highly revered for his ability to ensure the
prosperity of the community’s indigenes and so on.

The Worship of Opugula Diety.

Opugula deity is worshipped once in a year and during the time of
his worship, different local dishes were served. They are roasted
yam, fish and palm oil, white and chevron pepper soup, plantain
porridge, also known as Keke Fiyai (KKF), etc. The types of
animals used for this purpose are usually he-goats, native fowls,
and different types of fresh and smoked fish. These animals and
fishes are used to prepare sacred meals for the devotees during his
worship. During the refreshment, at times a portion of the meal is
given to the deity and the rest to the worshippers including
Christians who are willing to part-take of the meal to consume.
Soft and hot drinks are also served.

At the end of the worship session, a procession locally known as
Ogele procession is carried out around the community. It is usually
led by the Chief priest of the deity. On such occasion, local drums
made of animal skin known as Oze and traditional cymbals locally
known as abalaba and strips of bamboo poles are used to make
music. The chief priest of the deity on such occasion are usually
attired in white cloth alobide. During the procession, he sometimes
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fall into estacy and brings forth prophecies from the sacred realm
which in most cases, has to do with prophesies meant to avert
impending calamites in the community such as outbreak of
epidemics, impending deaths of prominent people in the
community amongst others. Prescription of rituals to avert such
situations are also given.

In preparing worshipers for Opugula worship, devotees are meant
to cleanse themselves physical and spiritually, for the deity abhors
uncleanliness. Ritual items, such as food, drink, and symbolic
objects are gathered and put in place in rediness for the ceremony .
The worship ceremony proper begins with the invocation of the
spirit of the deity to be present among the people in the arena of the
worship ground. Prayer chants and invocations are recited to
establish communication with the divine realm. Offerings are also
offered to the deity as a sign of respect and appreciation, gratitude,
and petition. These offerings include food, drink of all sorts, and
animal sacrifices. The offerings may be placed on an alter or a
specific sacred spot at the center of the worship scene before it is
offered to the deity.

Sacred ritual dance steps and music(s) are integral part of the
worship and the participants may engage in rhythmic movements
and dance steps and songs are sung to invoke the spirit of the deity
in order to create a sacred atmosphere.

Divination sceances were also carried out to seek guidance,
insight, and blessings from the deity. Participants also offer
individual or collective prayers and petitions to the deity. These
prayers are spoken, sung, and chanted, expressing gratitude,
seeking blessings or asking for assistance in specific areas of life.

As earlier mentioned, communal meal also form part of the
worship liturgy. Participants partake in the food and drinks that has
been consecrated by the chief priest as a means of establishing a
spiritual bond with Opugula deity. The ceremony concludes with
final prayers, blessings, and expressions of gratitude to the deity.
Participants are prayed for and blessed. Personal messages from

the chief priest or diviners are also offered to them, that is the
worshipers before they are allowed to leave the vicinity of the
worship session.

Conclusion

In an attempt to discuss the worship of opugula deity among the
Ikibiri people, we have been able to establish and discuss the origin
and the functions of the deity and the modus operandi of the deity
generally. The deity and its significance to the Ikibiri people were
also mentioned. Nevertheless, the worship of OPugula deity is of
great importance to the Ikibiri people. At this point, the researcher
is submitting that the worship of Opugula deity be encouraged
among the people because the deity has benevolent traits.

This part of the Ikibiri people’s tradition and cultural heritage
should not be allowed to die as it has happened to so many other
potent deities that were in the Niger Delta area, that have gone into
extinction because of the coming of Christianity. The younger
generations of the Ikibiri people and even beyond be encouraged to
identify with the activities of the deity in other to enhance its
continuity.

REFERENCES

1. Christopher Samuel (2024). Male, Age 60 years, Oral
interview carried out at Ikibiri community on the 8" of
May.

2. Japhet Ketekete (2024), Male, 70 years, Oral interview
carried out on the 12™ of May, at Ikibiri community.

3. Ketekete Karibana (2024). The worship of Opugula deity
among the Ikibiri People. Unpublished B.A project,
Niger Delta University.

4. Napoleon Beke-John, Female, aged 65 years, Oral
interview carried out at Ikibiri on the 15" of February.

5. Mbiti, J. S. (1990). African Religion and Philosophy.
New Edition, London: Heineman

6. Parrinder G. (1969) African Traditional Religion,
London, Sheldon Press.

Page | 1528

© Copyright 2023 GSAR Publishers All Rights Reserved




