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Abstract 
Festival celebrations are central to the lives of the Benue people which 
comprise the Tiv, the Idoma, the Igede and the Etulo.  Most of these tribal 
groups share common economic, political, social and religious concepts 
which are linked to their beliefs and practices of festivals as a pattern that 
reinvents, renovates and reinforces their commitment to the sacred traditions 
that teach morals and ethics, trained practitioners who pass on sacred 
practices that remind the people of their human weaknesses and obligations 
for possible stability and development. These groups celebrate many public 
and private festival ceremonies and rituals which characterized special head 
dresses, masks, costumes, songs and dancing, with instrumental and vocal 
accompaniments as common essential components of their cultural and social 
activities. Against this background, the paper sought to establish the 
relevance of these festival celebrations to the stability and development of the 
Benue people in the wake of cultural inventions and innovations towards the 
development of societies. The paper focused on showcasing the cultural 
creativity of the people of Benue State through a phenomenological study with 
a view of establishing the importance of their cultural inventions and 
innovations in national development. The paper suggested that in order to 
place the people of the Benue region not  only in the local scheme but if 
properly articulated by re- invention and re-innovation of certain critical 
aspects of their cultural creativity, the contribution of festival celebrations 
among the Benue people will  be unprecedented to national development.            

 
 
 
Time on earth is a pattern of wheels within wheels. That is, the days, the week, 

the seasons, the year are wheels on to which traditional religion of a people sets its 
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stamp. It is against this background that the Kwagh-hir festival among the Tiv, the 
Akata festival among the Etulo, the Agba festival among the Igede, and the Alekwu 
festivals among the Idoma mark the turns of the calendar in the traditional religions of 
the Benue people. These sacred days are marked with symbols and momentous dancing 
and artistic display, fishing, farming, and ancestral relics of the people.  Thus, the 
nature of these festivals today are but a remembrance, a token of what the people 
believe and practice; hence to neglect them is to neglect the dikes that hold back the 
sea of oblivion, and to cheat oneself of pleasant and informing experiences of the 
religious duties and the pleasure of their cultural heritage.  

According to Igboaka (2007:24), Africa has a very rich heritage which forms a 
long line that links African forefathers with their descendants who now feel proud of it. 
The study of such a rich heritage makes it possible to see and understand something of 
the people who lived not only a short while ago, but several hundred years ago. It is 
therefore important to know that each African people have specific cultural heritage 
embedded in stories, proverbs, riddles, myths and legends and festivals, all found in 
large proportion, however, not into a systematic set of dogmas handed down from the 
forefathers as part of the essential characteristics of their oral traditions. This work 
seeks to promote understanding and appreciation of the people’s culture by presenting 
festival as practical activities in their beliefs and practices. 
 
The Concept of Festival  

Festival can be considered as a day or period of celebration, after one of 
religious significance; a program or series of performance or other cultural events, 
usually held at regular intervals, often in one place. This portends the communal 
celebrations involving carefully planed programs, outpourings of respect, rejoicing, or 
high revelry, established by customs or sponsored by various cultural groups.  

Quarcoopome (1987:87) considers festivals as annual gatherings at which the 
whole community meets to honor and give thanks to certain local deities or the 
Supreme Deity. In this perspective, most festivals are linked to agricultural festivities, 
which are usually held to mark the end of one agricultural year and to usher in the 
beginning of another. In other cases, the festival is regarded as the divinity’s birthday 
or a day to commemorate the occasion of some event in his mythology. Graves 
however, considers this as a means to justify an existing social system and account for 
traditional rites and customs. 

Ejizu, cited in Ugwu and Ugwueye (2004:98)  defines festival as any special 
occasion, observance or celebration which may be religious or secular in nature and 
which is generally marked by merry-making and performance of music  This is why 
African festivals and in their celebration, the connections between sacred symbols of 
culture, myths and rituals are put into practical expression. Thus festivals are common 
features in world religions and cultures. They are occasions for commemorating certain 
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events which are of vital importance to the celebrating community. Festivals in general 
are joyous occasions celebrated with specific aim in view and, as such, they have some 
beliefs necessarily attached to them. Hence, they can in most cases be considered to be 
a good measure of the intensity of the religious consciousness and cultural richness of a 
people, because, most festivals normally present the celebrating community in its 
socio-cultural life’s real context.  

Too many versions of the origin of festival exist certainly this limited space 
does not offer the luxury to take a detailed look at all of these before drawing critical 
analogy from them. An attempt is made here to distil into whole, elements that run 
through the spine of the different versions as Ododo (2003:168) notes that it is from the 
constant performance that a tradition with a defined form, structure pattern and focus 
remerged. 

 The origin of communal celebration is therefore a matter of conjecture. 
Folklorists believe that the first festivals arose because of the anxieties of early peoples 
who do not understand the forces of nature and wished to placate them. The general 
agreement exists that the most ancient festivals were associated with planting and 
harvest times or with honoring the dead. These have continued as secular festivals with 
some religious overtones, into modern times (Encarta Microsoft Student 2008).  
 
Types of Festivals among some World Cultures 

A diverse multitude of festivals are enjoyed worldwide. Traditional Africans 
are not, at all, unique in publicly celebrating significant episodes in their life-
experience. Other groups in different parts of the world both traditional and modern 
equally commemorate in their own ways a wide variety of prominent events in their 
histories. Whether this may be to give thanks for a harvest, communicate an honored 
person or event, pay respect to the dead, or celebrate a culture, they are occasions for 
extra ordinary celebrations as well as joyful re-enactment of the important religious 
social facts of the historic experience.  

The ‘Ypres Cat festivals’ for instance, is held three years in Ypres, Belgium, 
and celebrates the history and tradition of felines from and around the world. The 
Naadam festival is held each July in Ulaanbaatar, the capital of the Republic of 
Mongolia. This colorful celebration of tradition Mongolia sporting activities include 
Horseback riding, wrestling, and archery. The “Oktober fest festival” in Germany 
attracts million of visitors in Munich. The festival has been held annually in the city 
since 1810. During the festival, troops of people crowd into beer tents to socialize, 
listen to live music and sing traditional drinking songs (Gregory Ruth, Microsoft 
Student 2008). 

The “Guy Fawkes festival” is celebrated on November 5th with bonfires and 
fireworks. The festival marks the day in 1605 that Guy Fawkes and other conspirators 
planned to blow up the house of parliament in London, England. Today, in mock 
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rebellion, children make effigies of Guy fakes and parade down the street, chanting and 
asking passersby for money to spend on fireworks. On the other hand, the “Kwakiuti 
festival” performed the totem dance as an integral part of the culture of the Pacific 
Northwest. These totems are the cultural symbols of social standing and the 
achievements of nobility. The “Wolf Cycle”   totem dance is accompanied by a song 
sung by the chief totem pole carver, Mungo Martin. It is believed that the spirit of the 
Wolf dwells within the singer of this song (Encarta Encyclopedia, Takashi Nishida, 
2008). 

Most communities in Africa, for instance, mark their national days annually 
with great fanfare and pomp. The ultimate meaning and crucial significance of festivals 
in the life of traditional Africans lie with the indigenous world-view of the people. 
African traditional world view is historic, sacred and religious in character. The 
meaning and implications of individual festivals are naturally imbedded within the vital 
context of such a fundamental conception, which the different groups had cultivated as 
an integral aspect of their total life experiences, including the ecological and socio-
cultural aspect 

Individual festivals may be related to various significant events and activities 
in people’s life. This is why Ugwu and Ugwueye(2004:100) state that “festivals are 
used to energize the spirits and renew covenants with these gods. The fact that most 
arena of served deities as well concluded on a religious note, are clearly indicative of 
where people place the accent in such celebrations. 

Throughout Africa, there are many kinds of festivals staggered all over 
different places. According to Saana (nd: 103), in a characteristically oral manner, “Idu 
festival rightly called Suo Olali,’ (feast of the creator) is derived from the climax of the 
ritual when a banana tree is cut by the Feni Alabo (Bird priest). The direction, toward 
which it falls, indicates whether the festival was approved by the community, its gods, 
spirits and ancestors for the Ijaw people. The Osun festival is derived from the spirit of 
the forest (Oso Igbo) in relation to the mystic Osun River in the hills North of Ilesa 
which flows into lagoons East of Lagos. The Leboku festival which is celebrated 
annually in August in Lefep in Cross River is a feast organized to celebrate yam. 
During the celebration, the Yakurr people thank the gods of the land for a rich harvest; 
the thanksgiving takes the form of ancestral veneration rites. In Onitsha, the great 
‘Ofala’ festival was a pre-historic celebration marking the eating of yam after a 
successful prosecution of war. All farmers in Diaspora were expected to come back to 
join in paying homage to their Oli during the celebration. 

Others include the nomad Fulani ‘Sharo’ festival which marks a complex 
system involving age-grades and initiation (Sharo or Shadi-flogging meetings). The 
boys are circumcised in batches of age-mates. The slack period after harvest provides 
the time of Sharo which is only the culmination of a series of ceremonies leading to 
marriage. In ‘Awon festivals; tradition said it is linked to a woman with only one breast 
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who emerged mysteriously admits the people of Sharo in Kwara, and after spending 
eighteen days in their midst, decided to leave. She handed the Bale and his chiefs who 
escorted her to enable them establish a strong settlement on condition that a day is set 
aside every year to mark her presence among them with the mass wedding of all 
marriageable girls. 

In Sokoto there is the Uhola festival of the Dakarkri. The festival involves the 
appeasement of the gods by pouring libation at their shrines. The god of rain is 
appeased here to either provide rain or cease further rain to enable cash crops yield 
well. In Edo, the ‘Igue’ festival marks the end of the year and ushers in a new one with 
renewed hope for peace and prosperity. 

Similarly,  Onwubiko (1991: 48)  says the ‘Moremi’ festival in Ile-Ife is a 
significant aspect of the people when the slaughtering of  “escape-goat” whose death is 
symbolic and reminiscent of the escape-goat- like life of Moremi and her only son Ela. 
This goat is also believed to ward off evil from the town. In this festival, there is also 
the traditional cutting of a piece of yam into two equal halves symbolizing peace and 
unity, which has come to reign through Moremi who gave her life to save the town of 
lle-Ife.  
 
Classification of Festivals among African Cultures  

In most Benue villages, the period between harvest and the non planting season 
has been described as the period for festival because most social festivals are 
celebrated within that period. Some festivals in honour of deities come up that time, 
and in some places, the ancestral festivals bring this period to a close and usher in the 
planting season and its own festivals. The period for festivals has power to be the most 
conducive for many social activities among the people of Benue cultural environment 
because there is enough time to feast then. 

Though religious festivals are purely distinct from social festivals however, 
both of them are interdependent and interrelated. Purely social festivals include all 
cultural ceremonies and cerebrations which mark birth, naming and initiation 
ceremonies, marriage, death and funeral ceremonies, anniversaries of historical events. 
Some of these are occasional in the sense that they are celebrated as often as the 
occasions present themselves. Ugwu and Ugwueye (2004:103,104) classified African 
festivals into four divisions – there are festivals associated with ecological cycles, 
festivals associated with non-ecological liturgical calendars; festivals associated with 
human cycles, and festivals associated with occasions that present themselves. 

The first division incorporates festivals whose nature, intent and timing are 
associated with the cycles of the natural universe, such as that which commemorate 
seasonal changes, planting, harvesting, hunting and fishing. The second category 
includes festivals of specific religious character that follow cyclic pattern of repetition. 
These are often times primarily in honor of the ancestors, deities and other cosmic 
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forces. The third classifications are festivals associated with human cycle, which marks 
some crucial stages of the human life cycle like birth, initiation and marriage. The 
fourth class of festivals is associated with the celebration to mark the achievement of a 
special feat like victory in war fare. 

Slightly different from the above classification of festivals, Onwubiko 
(1991:47) has identified two major directions – those that are purely religious and those 
that are purely social. The purely social categorization does not mean that there are no 
religious elements such as sacrifices, consultation of oracle and offerings. However, 
these religious elements are secondary aspects of them and are not their raison d’être. 
Thus social festivals in most African communities can be classified into three sub-
groups: 
i. Socio-political festivals which are the celebration of feasts whose aims are 

meant to emphasize the leader and the led relationship, depending on those that 
have the democratic village type and those that have the constitutional 
monarch. 

ii. Socio-historic festivals whose origins are based on some historic facts or 
legends connected with some known heroes whose lives were spent for the 
protection of the people in times of crisis to arouse the spirit of patriotism in 
people leading them out of the crisis. 

iii.   Occasional festivals are determined by the occasions and the time the 
celebrant has the means to do so. 

 
In purely religious festivals, we mean those festivals whose nature and raison 

d’être are strictly religious. Citing A.G. Leonard (1968) Onwubiko (1991:47) opines 
that such festivals are: 

Certain public festivals celebrated annually to the supreme and departmental 
gods in which the entire community participates. Of these there are…   notable feasts, 
which are regularly observed once a year, at stated periods, by all the various 
communities throughout southern Nigeria. 

The religious festivals are essentially instituted in honor of deities or ancestors. 
In most festivals, three elements are integrated:  (i) there is act of worship which is 
directed to the deity; (ii) there are specific acts and rites instituted for agricultural 
motives; (iii) there is emphasis on the role of ancestors on the life of the community. 
According to Ejizu (1990:136), the significant thing about classification of festivals is 
that the scheme itself is employed simply as an analytical tool. Traditional Africans do 
not categorize their festivals into types as such. Rather, each society, based on its total 
context of life-ecology, occupation, socio-historical experiences, vital interest of 
groups and individuals has evolved a composite calendar that encompasses and caters 
for the major aspect of life of its people.  
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One of the things that first strike the ethnographer about African traditional 
societies is the sheer numerical importance of ritual festivals and ceremonies. The 
earliest Europeans who came to Africa were so struck by the number and frequency of 
such ceremonies. The truth is that every human society has its peculiar norms which 
not only characterize it but which determine the life of its members. In Traditional 
African societies, this role is played by festivals and ritual ceremonies. According to 
Modum (1978:45): 

Rituals surround important seasonal community activities as well as the critical 
periods of an individual’s life. Planting, harvesting and fishing, birth puberty, marriage 
– these are occasions for the community or kin group to come together, to join in song 
and dance  or in ritual to give expression to the sense of dependence on the 
ancestors or on other supernatural powers. 

It is of course, impossible to understand in the content of this work a complete 
morphological study of symbolic celebration of festivals in all traditional African 
societies. However, specific cases include informing as much about the general 
characteristics and social functions of festivals. This, it is hoped that samples presented 
whether it is the kwagh-hir festival or the Akata fishing festival of the Etulo, whether it 
is the Idoma Alekwu festival or the Igede Agba festival of the Igede, the social and 
moral life in African traditional societies should be seen to be organized around festive 
manifestations which fulfill the function of social and moral control as well as provide 
entertainment and diversion. These ceremonies are therefore important as indicatory of 
group interests and values and various social lives.  

Modum (1978:51) says implicitly that in general, these festivals are 
characterized by music and dances. The music is provided with such traditional 
instruments or props as the drum, native flute, gong, balafon, kora and native guitar. 
Dancing is performed by men or women or in some cases by both sexes depending on 
the festival and the society. The main actors in this mythic festival are divine. Humans 
form the crowd and, where they have participated as actors, they must become super-
humans.  

Aesthetically, participants at the traditional festivals of the Benue people find 
great value in the celebration. Their cultural displays are made of both the oral and the 
puppet theatre narratives. This visible participatory is instinctively simple, 
extraordinary and sophisticated. According to Iorapuu (2009:13), the Benue people 
find great value in the traditional festival art narratives because, these are used for 
social entertainment and moral instructions to their immediate audience through 
metaphoric narrations. 
 
Typology of Festival Celebrations among the Benue People   

In the context of the Benue people, such symbolic celebrations of kwagh-hir 
among the Tiv, Alekwu among the Idoma, Igede Agba among the Igede and Akata 
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among the Etulo are being practiced with a view to championing the cause of the 
people, through interrogational processes, for the recognition of the people in the 
context of the Benue religious-culture. Of importance here is the re-enactment and 
reflection of the people’s culture, outside those of national secular system, with a view 
of integrating the various communities within a cultural identity. 
 
The   Kwagh-hir Festival  

According to Doki (2005:64), traditional theatre (Kwagh- hir) encapsulates the 
existence, progress, and development of a group. This covers a wide range of activities 
as it relates to the life styles of the people, such as their mode of worship, marriage, 
family, hunting, social mobilization, cosmic or mystic beliefs. When one watches the 
Tiv kwagh-hir traditional festival, one is immediately struck by the fact that one has 
been exposed to a dramatic experience. Tiv kwagh-hir festival (theatre) employs a lot 
of songs and imagery in communication. The movement, acting, costume, staging 
techniques, colours and characterization holds greater values in meaning. These 
explain the need and also situate Tiv man in relation with the cosmic. These values 
generate kwagh-hir theatre in the form of festival in which mimetic actions are 
presented and the community participates either directly as performers or indirectly as 
the audience. 

Thus, the Tiv kwagh-hir festival is the only institution which has the 
framework which can coordinate virtually all the art forms of their community. 
Performing arts among the Tiv promotes and preserves cultures, influences thought 
patterns, regulates the economy and sharpens political visions and ultimately articulate 
customs and their spiritual worldview. These forms of performance take place as an 
interaction between performers-actors, dances, puppeteers, musicians and the watching 
audience. 

The traditional genre of what we have today as kwagh-hir had its roots from 
the story-telling practice of the Tiv where elders gathered the younger ones in the 
evening to entertain and teach them moral lessons through stories. In a gradual process 
story telling - kwagh-hir (literary ‘kwagh’ meaning something and ‘ahir’ meaning 
magic are folktales that teach about magical manipulated actions of special animals, 
birds, or men and women)  and  kwagh alom   (literary ‘kwagh’ meaning something 
and ‘alom’ meaning the hare are folklores that teach about the cunning character of the 
hare among its animal peer group) expanded from compound story-telling into wider 
groupings, involving other compound and even villages. To this end leading creative 
story telling grew into the status of kwagh-hir groups; which eventually became 
competitions against others. This period of transformation witnessed shift in emphasis 
to the dramatization and performance of current societal and environmental issues. At 
this period, masquerades and puppets started appearing during kwagh-hir 
performances.  

Anthony Zaayem Apenda, Ph.D. 
 

Journal of Resourcefulness and Distinction, Volume 11 No. 1, December, 2015:   ISSN 2276-9684 
  



 
9 

 

Doki (2005: 131) declares that contemporary kwagh-hir puppet theatre owes 
its birth to Adikpo Songu from Mbatyav clan in Gboko area of Benue state. He first 
held an audience spell bound with his puppets and masquerades display as far back as 
in 1960. The shape, at which kwagh-hir is today, is very crucial and essential to the 
super structure of the existence of the Tiv man. In terms of growth and development, 
kwagh-hir festival has witnessed a major recognition in 1969 in Jos, Plateau state and 
at the Nigeria National Festival of Arts in 1971 at Ibadan. 

Kwagh-hir performance whether in form of nyam- eev (platform puppets) or in 
form of ijov (spirit puppet) basically explains a story either in motion or in action. The 
stories are creative designs of individuals whose conceptions are transformed into 
actionable display of carved figures representing animal puppets, spirits, masquerades 
and human beings respectively. The kwagh- hir festival is usually organized between 
the months of November and March when farming activities are minimal as alternative 
recreational activities. The festival proper is usually designated at a public square and it 
involves several groups or villages. Members of the village communities within and 
outside those hosting the groups are invited for the annual festival celebration show. 
The performance commences with ‘tembe esen’ (literally meaning -cleansing of the 
performing arena; metaphorically meaning -an opening glee). This is an informal dance 
period which invites all the artists and audience to a general dance song. While this is 
going on, the trumpeter continues to blast the summoning instrument (korough) as 
means of publicity. Upon doing enough publicity, the informal drumming and dancing 
gradually fades away, paving way for the actual performance. 

The master of ceremony (Or shua) who dressed with raffia round the waist 
down his legs comes on to direct the flow of the performance. He announces the 
sequence of appearance of the masquerades, puppets, animals etc; thereafter one after 
the other the stories are played by dramatic masquerade figures such as adzov (fairies) 
representing malevolent spirits or the dagbera which is covered with raffia and also 
ingenuous puppets which are mounted on huge moving boxes. Each puppet 
masquerade – spirit or animal has its own specific song which gives sufficient analysis 
to the audience of the type, function and reason for its appearance. Performance is 
strict compliance to the rhythm and tone of the music. 

 Kwagh-hir festival so demonstrated seeks to depict the values and cultural 
characteristics of the Tiv. Their moral lessons and indigenous configurations are 
concretely exposed. For instance, spectacular puppets and masquerades are displayed 
as Or- man -kor (sasswood ordeal) which exposes the realm of re-enacting traditional 
form of retributive justice. Another example is the Tyoor- man- mbatarev displaying 
the distinct head with a retinue of kindred heads in elegant dress and fashionable 
strides in royal approval of the Tiv culture. There is also the display of professional 
competence and technology through Tiv kwagh-hir festival. This puppet performance 
shows the Orkoon garri (refining cassava into garri flour). Another of such example of 
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professional skills in display is the Ajikoko (the powerful hunter) performance. The 
powerful hunter encounters the fearful animals as he traveled beyond human territory. 
This shows the fantasy of the power of adzov (fairies) and the power of tsav 
(witchcraft). These express the art and craft of hunting skill and dexterity in handling 
and prowling for animals in the bush. 

In recent performances, the kwagh-hir puppets seek to capture the follies of 
contemporary society with the view to unraveling the mysteries surrounding social 
malaise. Dominant socio-political, economic, religious and cultural phenomenon 
constitutes the major headings upon which puppets, masquerades and animals are 
designed and created. The dreaded HIV/AIDS has also found wider publicity and 
expression in kwagh-hir in contemporary and social reality performance.  Alongside 
this is the shabba (erotic life) puppet dance depicting the negative use of natural 
qualities by women.  

In all these performances, the dramatic situations during the kwagh-hir festival 
attempts to mirror the society, preserve its legends, its love and ethos, explore its 
problems and criticize its weakness. This is why the Tiv audience remains an integral 
part of the festival; hence the festival attracts large audience from communities far and 
near to promote the identity, engender unity, brotherhood and cultural integration. The 
festival offers happiness and an aura of blissful co-existence. This recreation of 
historical, social and cultural values affords the people an opportunity to show case 
their richly endowed creativity, innovation and skill, export their cultural values and 
ultimately advertise their tourist potentials. 
 
The Alekwu Festival 

According to Igboaka (2007:26, 28), there are some hypotheses in relation to 
Alekwu of Idoma religious and cultural festivals. The first is linked to the people who 
have the common ancestral origin of Apa,Igala, Igbira, Jukun, and Abakwaringwa. In 
this case, the ancestral cult of Alekwu could date back to the time of their migration. 
The second opinion indicates that their peoples seem to have adopted this same form of 
worship after they settled in their new regions. Another version suggests that Idoma 
adopted their ancestral mask (alekwu –afia) from Igbira in the seventeen century. The 
fourth view suggests that the Idoma did not take this cult of alekwu from anyone but 
they inherited it from Apa ancestors, and brought it along with them on their migration 
from Kwararafa kingdom. This appears that each migratory group left the homeland 
with its totem, which has been retained as a primary or kinship totem in various 
settlements. 

Whatever conclusion from the above hypothetical myths of Idoma origin, the 
tradition of Alekwu-afia ancestral mask cult has a historical depth of many centuries 
which can be found in several neighbouring societies like the Apa group. But since the 
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term Alekwu is of Idoma extraction, it would seem reasonable to attach the origin of the 
mask cult festival to Idoma, either before their departure from Apa or thereafter.    
The fact that traditional rituals contribute immensely to the projection of traditional 
beliefs and practices, in the life of the Idoma, the ancestors occupy an essential part. 
They venerated the ancestors whose presence is periodically commemorated in masked 
liturgies. Therefore, the A;lekwu ( the ancestors) is the fundamental institution of the 
Idoma in its rites and cults. The masked religious structure is reflected in the social 
Idoma society; hence the ancestors play both the religious or metaphysical and social 
functions. 

 In Idoma cosmology, ancestors act as intermediary between the living and 
God (Owowcho). Prayer is however offered with a concrete intention. In most cases, 
prayers are made communally at public meetings and for public needs. At the end of 
such prayer, Obiokwute (Ada-alekwu) offers expiatory sacrifice for the appeasement of 
the ancestors with some ritual symbolic objects, such as kola-nut, palm wine and gruel. 
The various categories of masks follow their own evolution according to village and 
clan in music and dancing. In this direction, Citing Apochi (1999), Igboaka (2007:48) 
stipulates that some social organs in the Idoma land are semi-religious - Achukkwu, 
Ipokwu, Ichahoho, Oglinya, Owuna and the Ajenu music could make very good melody 
for social and religious during celebration. 

Presently, it is necessary to note that in Idoma, all celebrations whether they 
are on individual level or community oriented, have both social and religious 
advantages. They bring about spiritual and religious benefits to the participants. This is 
why Mbiti (1975:201) says:  
   African religion affirms life, and celebrates life. We saw the large number of 
rituals, festivals and ceremonies which are carried out in African Religion. These all 
add top to the celebrations of life. People know they are alive. They want to celebrate 
the joy of living… They put it into action: they dance life, they sing life, they ritualize 
life, they drum life, they shout life, they ceremonize life, and they festivize life, for the 
individual and for the community. 

Thus, the significance of these festivals associated with Alekwu in Idoma is 
shown by the attractions, which these festivals enjoy in Idoma community. In such 
occasions at various districts, people throng out in their best to celebrate the festival 
characterized by general rejoicing. Igboaka (2007) identifies Eje-Aje, Enyanwu and 
Eji-alekwu among others as the prominent Alekwu festivals in Idoma culture. 
 
The Eje-Aje Festival  

The Aje (the earth) is the ancestors abode. This land is associated generally and 
essentially with hunting and for the appeasement of the ancestors, for the taboos 
against the land, which attract sanction. Therefore, to this divinity is attached a 
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common festival referred to as Eje-Aje festival. This festival is celebrated in most areas 
of Idoma in honor of the ancestral spirits of the land (the fertility divinity cult). 
The tradition concept common to the Idoma people on this celebration is that the 
offering and sacrifices, which are made to the ancestors during the Eje-Aje festival is 
an assurance for the community that the land is made sacred and therefore has received 
the blessing of the ancestors. 
 
The Enyanwu Festival 
 The Enyanwu festival associated with ancestors is celebrated in Orokam sub-
culture of Idoma. There are established shrines in private homes for the Enyanwu   
located at the entrance of the residence of the adherents of this cult. The festival is 
celebrated in the month of August in relation with the eating of new yam in the similar 
pattern of religious observations in areas of Idoma where this cult is prominent. The 
festival dominates the cultural religious activities in the traditional life of Idoma 
people. The Ej’ Alekwu festival portrays the belief in the spirit of the departed 
ancestors, which in effect depicts life after death. The deceased ancestors return to visit 
the members of the living community during the annual festival. 

In Orokam culture area of Idoma, the annual Ej’Alekwu festivals are observed 
at two different periods of the year. The first of the ritual ceremony is held between 
May and June, usually known as Alekwu Ogwa (rainy season Alekwu). The ceremony 
is dedicated to the ancestors for the protection of the community from famine. The 
ceremony falls normally on a special chosen market day when the Alekwu-afia 
masquerade comes out and displays at ikpobuda (shrine) where Oko’s clan is believed 
to have settled. 

The festival attracts a lot of rituals (Oha) and sacrifices (Ofidaka). The 
ceremony involves the slaughtering of animals in the Ikpobuda by the most elderly 
man from each clan of Oko. Also balls of pounded yam smeared with palm oil are 
given to the ancestors (Alekwu). However, this ritual ceremony in respect of Alekwu is 
limited within Ikpobuda away from public observation. The Alekwu-afia at the end 
emerges at Opu (public square) to give blessing to the people. This ultimately yields a 
good result for the community. The reward is envisaged in good harvest and 
subsequent protection by ancestors, which followed the festival celebration.    
 Mbiti (1969:2) is apt when he says that to be human is to belong to the whole 
community, and to do so involve participating in the beliefs, ceremonies, rituals and 
festivals of the community. Corroborating this expression, Igboaka (2007:60) notes 
that members of the Idoma traditional community have the opportunity created by the 
Alekwu festival period for the practical demonstration of human sentiments. This act of 
solidarity among the members of the living community is extended to the deceased 
members of the community. This gesture is expressed during this period through 
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offering and libation at the instance of the living community. Ultimately, no one is 
exempted in such communal responsibility. 

In their cosmic dimension, the Idoma traditional people encounter symbols of 
ordinary circumstances, seen as elements of the cosmic, but once they are seen  in 
relation to human experience of the universe, they become symbols of reference. This 
is where automatically Idoma traditionalist enunciates a deeper reality other than 
themselves, and are often associated with some spiritual force. The symbolic nature of 
natural forces therefore connotes to the Idoma a deeply richness of the various 
elements at the disposal of man. This, the Alekwu cult of Idoma connotes such 
dominant symbol in Idoma traditional religion. The Alekwu mask symbol is the 
embodiment of Idoma religion. As a central symbol in Idoma culture, the influence 
recurs in various Idoma cultural activities and ritual performances. 
 
The Igede – Agba Festival 

Okpaga (2000:64) observes that Igede Agba (New yam festival) was practiced 
by the people right from their early settlement community at Ora (present Edo State) 
before their migration in the seventeen century to the Lower Benue environment. 
Onjefu ( 2001:4,5) says among the Igede, as is peculiar with other Idoma people, every 
individual person is seen and described in terms of his relationship to his father, family, 
sub lineage and lineage and his clan or village. Most of their settlements are still rural. 
They cultivate yam, guinea corn, cassava, maize, and produce salt and mould clay pots 
of assorted kinds for domestic and commercial purposes. 

The Igede believe in “Ohe Oluhye” (Supreme Being) who is represented by the 
fig tree. He is approached through intermediaries such as carved images – Ojiga 
(stones and fig tree). The fig tree is planted in the compound of each family. The Eji 
(the earth god) is always a community cult. The most elderly person caries out 
sacrifices at the Eji shrine on behalf of community. The god protects and prospers the 
land. Ohita (wealth deity) is a fearsome and powerful spirit, which appears and talks 
with people in the form of human being. Egede (fertility deity) is responsible for good 
family living and farm production. Onmeno is an ancestral spirit responsible for 
hunting while Ogbadogogo is responsible for preservation. 

Another cult of variation is the Akpang which is for only male initiates. 
Traditions vary on the origin of this cult and tradition says Akpang cult came from 
Cameroon; the other tradition says it came from Iyala people in Cross River State. 
Whichever claim traditions makes, non-initiates are forbidden to see them. It is only 
Ada Akpang (Akpang priest) with his Alujuros (subordinates) that can initiate someone 
on request. This cult is a protection against witchcraft, theft and willful destruction of 
properties. The visible essence of the charm is a stone and a piece of iron over which 
the correct formula has been said, and buried at the foot of a tree in Uja, the Akpang 
mainstream. Achukwu (ancestral spirit) is another male secret cult which is only seen 
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by initiates. Non initiate who sees Achukwu will be fined. The Achukwu cult handle all 
cases that threaten peace and unity that might promotes the social, political, religious 
and economic stability and development of the community. 

Apart from the numerous deities and cults, the Igede traditional religion and 
culture has designated Igede Agba in order to sustain and integrate their disparate 
communities. However, Godwin Oga Cited in Okpaga (2000:64) indicates that the 
designation of Igede Agba is quite a recent phenomenon in their history of Igede 
people. It should be noted here that, despite its early origins, the scale at which the 
celebration was practiced was very minimal in scope and context. The people that seem 
to give some precise insight into the Modus operandi of Igede Agba today are the 
surviving founding fathers of the Igede Development Association. One of the 
objectives of this development association was to make Igede a strong united tribe. To 
achieve this goal, from 1955, the association began to reflect on the unity of Igede 
people. In 1956 discussion were concluded and the idea of the New Yam Festival was 
borne. 

Ihigile is the first market day in the celebration of Igede New Yam festival 
(Igede Agba). The September of every year was adopted because every village in Igede 
would have started eating new yam after the Akpang sacrifices. According to Onjefu 
(2001:7), the name was chosen in honor of the ancestor-Agba. The purpose of the 
festival is to remember the migration of their ancestors and to recount the cherished 
culture of the people. There are ritual sacrifices by the elders to the gods before eating 
new yam. With the coming of the Akpang cult, it became one of the principal gods to 
be appeased before the people could eat new yams. 

The Igede Agba is celebrated more extensively than any other festival in Igede 
land. As a heritage bequeathed to them, it cuts across religious barriers. Igede people 
outside Igede land travel home for this festival. There is plenty to eat and drink and 
cultural dances are staged for people to see. Thus the air of celebrating the new yam 
festival is to dress in accordance with Igede custom that day, meet together, eat and 
drink together in merriment and also exchange gifts and play native games. 

The preparation for the celebration of Igede Agba starts months before the 
actual day in September. After the festival, the new farming season commences in 
October. After the land has been cleared, the first heaps are made from the months of 
November and December, and yams that would produce early are then planted. 
Throughout the raining reasons, adequate care is taken to ensure species of yams like 
ogede and obwo grow well so that they produce good tubers for the festival. 

The next stage of preparation for the yam festival starts with Akpang rituals. 
Akpang, the highest revered deity must be appeased before new yams are eaten. The 
ritual usually holds in its shrine (Uja). The starting point is the cleaning of the foot 
paths that crisis-cross all parts of the village; and only initiates walk along the paths. 
Akpang initiates undertake an organized procession through these paths cleansing the 
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village of evil forces. During their movement, no person should see them; any one that 
dare see them must go through the vigorous purification rites to be made clean. 

At the end of the Akpang rituals, a public declaration is made by its spokes 
man that individual families could go to their farms to harvest yams. The declaration is 
usually accompanied with a sign of relief and jubilation as hitherto most families may 
have witnessed serious famine. In most villages, the Akpang rituals are done about two 
weeks to the real Agba day in the first week of September. The sacrifice to the Ohe 
Oluhye, through the Ohe Ogadogogo (earth deity) for preserving the people’s lives and 
good harvest is done in the morning of the festival day.       

The village square (Ojiya), the centre of masquerade activities is kept neat. 
Children organize their dance groups around the village. After dining and wining, 
people move to watch masquerades dance in the square. Today, due to the extensive 
nature of the celebration, modern brews like beer, wine, gin and rum are widely 
consumed alongside the traditional oburukutu, and palm wine. At the village square, 
dance groups like Abakpa, Onyantu, Akatanka, Obemu, and the female dance – Ihi, 
among others perform in succession entertaining the audience. 

One other important aspect of this celebration includes story-telling to educate 
the younger ones and reenact the history of Igede progenitors. This portends that Igede 
Agba is a celebration that depicts the literal cultures of the people which is reflected in 
their language, prose, proverbs, poetry and songs and dance. The festival popularizes 
Igede people as an ethnic group in Benue state. Today, the festival has mirrored the 
people into national limelight. 
 
The Akata Festival  

The historical background of Akata fishing and Cultural Festival dates back to 
the forefathers of the Etulo people. After the death of Ambiwa, the eleventh Otse Etulo, 
his successor, Atsineka Adigya had built largely on the foundation laid by his 
predecessors. Atsineka reigned during the leadership of Tiv chief such as Abagi of 
Shangev-Tiev, Annune of Mbakor and Kucha of Mbayion. Atsineka died when Kur 
Barka of Tombo was preparing for Ibiamegh (the highest akombo initiation rite of Tiv). 
During the reign of Agishi Olangba, many Etulo people abandoned the land and took 
refuge in Takum, Wukari, Shitire and Ikurav-Tiev because of the Otse’s methods of 
consolidation of power. In 1964, he was succeeded by Ugye Idoko, the present Otse 
Etulo.  

Traditionally, the Otse had been seen as a mediator between Etulo and their 
ancestors. His role was to ensure that there was good harvest in the land. Drum beats 
could also be heard from a distance to summon people together for an important 
occasion, especially, at his request for fish hunting festival that would enable him 
acquire meat for the palace. However, low response from the people when drum beats 
is heard caused the annual fishing festivals and hunting expeditions to become 
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minimal. This has robbed the Otse of the opportunity of getting big catches from 
anyone during fishing festivals.  

This exercise has also weakened the Otse’s position as the custodian of the 
land, especially as the fishing festivals and hunting expeditions, which served as the 
social institution were an occasion for exchange of views, ideas, making friends and 
getting marriageable girls. In recent past, however, such festivals were rarely heard as 
young men hardly obey traditional rules, and even withdraw their allegiance and 
loyalty from the Otse as a traditional head. Today, the right to carryout fishing 
expedition in lakes is obtained from government. So people can even hunt in some 
forbidden lakes such as Okinkiri, Akata and Agbo, once a license is obtained.  

However, the socio-political, technological and cultural changes have made 
this traditional role and expectations imperative for the revival and development of 
fishing and hunting expeditions in this culture area. These political, religious and 
socio-economic changes, coming as they do, have brought about the Akata fishing and 
cultural festival at the Lake Akata in Katsina-Ala, Benue State. 

The Akata fishing and cultural festivals is celebrated between May and June 
annually. Before this time, no one is allowed to carry out fishing expedition on the 
Lake. After the traditional proceedings, fishing men are allowed to enter the lake, 
struggling to catch the biggest fish which attracts a prize. However, the spirits of the 
land can withhold fish if sacrifices are not performed to them. The traditional myth 
says that  if the Tiv who claim superiority over the lake hands off their control of Akata 
Lake, the god’s will replenish the lake with big fishes and bumper harvest.  

The Akata fishing and cultural festivals are today incorporated as dances, 
beauty pageant, and many other ceremonial activities are part of the celebration. These 
socio-cultural rituals are often infused with religious symbolism, sometimes 
representing the spirits of the under-world 
 
Significance of Festivals among the Benue People 
 The traditional festivals among the Benue people share certain features and 
characteristics. First, every festival celebrated by these Benue ethnic groups: Tiv, 
Idoma, Igede and Etulo have an origin. In all of them, myths and stories are usually 
narrated to show the events that led to the worship or veneration of certain deities, 
animals and spirits in certain localities. In most cases, these are done to keep in 
memory and to pass on by material or non-material sources throughout generations. 
Some of these myths may be linked with some miraculous delivery of the people from 
calamity, provision of food in times of famine, and mysterious escape from danger. 
The celebration of these festivals reminds the people of the origin of such celebrations. 
 Second, no festival is celebrated without adequate preparation. In many of such 
festivals, celebration is fixed in accordance with the aged-old traditional practice of 
counting the sacred calendars. In some cases, the calculation is done in such a way that 
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the festival will coincide with specific market days in order to give the splendor and 
flavor of their cultures to their members at home and in Diaspora and those who visited 
the communities for business or otherwise. 

Third, as Awolalu and Dopamu (2005:154) notes these festivals are 
characterized by merry-making, entertainment singing, drumming, dancing, 
procession, feasting, display of skills etc. Fourth, rituals are performed by the priest (in 
some) the fact still remains that the celebration of a festival among the Benue people is 
inconsequential without the necessary rituals and rites. 

Fifth, as Durkheim (1915:67) says “the social function of religion is to support 
and consume an on-going society”. Festival as a religious phenomenon is functional to 
social collision and solidarity. Many of the festivals serve the purpose of renewal of 
covenant, relationships and solidarity. Furthermore, the observance of these festivals is 
a means of thanking the divinities and ancestors and of asking for their continued 
blessing and protection. Through festival, the people express and achieve unity. These 
periods strengthens the communal spirit by claiming kinship to see same ancestry. 
These celebrations serve the purpose of preserving culture, religion and philosophy. 
The festivals are also important for its spiritual value. The meals constitute an 
opportunity of communion between the divinity and the worshippers, and among the 
worshippers themselves. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 As societies change, the characteristics of their traditional festivals may alter 
also, new ones often emerge as others decline in popularity. Most likely, however, 
some festivals will remain unaltered for generation, for participants they are tonic, for 
observers they offer a nostalgic experience. Certainly communal celebrations-in its 
various forms is part of the life cycle of all peoples and makes a contribution to the 
living history of modern civilization. The most interesting thing about all these 
festivals is their capacity to easily integrate most members of the community. The 
binding essence is the core of the belief systems of the people from which many 
strayed to acquire new experience. Therefore, no matter how far these people may stray 
away or how deeply enmeshed into a new experience, the core essence of the existence 
of these festivals remain alive.                
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