THE DIALOGUE OF CIVILISATIONS: ASPECTS OF IGBO
WISDOM KNOWLEDGE

By
A. E AFIGBO

(Abia

State

(NNOM)
University, Uturu, Nigeria)

Retrieving Black Africa's
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This brief paper

on

Wisdom

Teachings

conceived

was

Igbo

and

History and Dialogue

Knowledge
has

been

or

Igbo Wisdom

constructed

as

a

contribution to the larger issue of the Blackman and the dialogue
of Civilisations, or perhaps more appropriately as a contribution
to the haunting question of what, if anything, is the contribution
of the Blackman to world civilisation? By the beginning of the
last century, that is the 20th century Western civilisation, which
has been the dominant world civilisation since about 1450, had
come to the conclusion that Africa, that is black Africa, was no
participant in that dialogue. Jonathan Swift had noticed this as
early as the 18th century when he observed that in Africa's maps
geographers, for want of towns, put instead elephants and
giraffes. In the 19th century, W.F. Hegel, the famed German
philosopher and historian had, during his celebrated lectures on
the philosophy of history, dismissed Africa with a wave of the
hand as no part of the majestic stream of world history. In the 20th
century Arnold J. Toynbee, historian, philosopher, metaphysical
thinker wrote his multi-volume study of between 21 and 22 world
civilisations, none of which belonged to black Africa. It was
these broad attitudes and assumptions which leading historians
and social scientists such as A. P. Newton, G. Seligman,
Reginald Coupland and Hugh R. Trevor-Roper, for instance,
particularised as Africa (black Africa) having no history worthy
of serious study except, of course, it be the history of her
invaders by which they meant Semite-Hamitic peoples and
,
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Europeans. The rise of African history, and in general of
Afrikanistiks, in the course of the last forty years or so of the

twentieth century was, in some measure, the result of the
response or reaction of black Africa's intellectual elite to this

withering scepticism about black Africa's achievements in the
past and the possibility of giving it a scholarly reconstruction.'
The birth or rebirth of African studies notwithstanding, the
question of black Africa's place and stand in the dialogue of
world civilisations remains to be satisfactorily dealt with,
especially with the rise of globalisation. As I pointed out recently
in a public lecture, contemporary globalisation has meant the
take-over of the world by two regions of it the Middle East and
the Far East on the one side, and the West (Europe and America)
on the other side. All the religious and spiritual isms that today
rule the world were spawned by the Middle East and Far East.
These include Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism,
Zoroastrianism, Shintoism, Sikhism, Shabdism, Confucianism,
Taoism, the Bahaula Faith and so on. All the great spiritual and
religious books that rule the world in this area the Christian
Bible, the Koran, Zend-Avesta, Bagavad Gita, Adi Granth, Tao
Te Ching, the Sbariyat-ki-Sugmad, the various Mahabratas and
Vedas are the productsof the Middle East and Far East.3
Then the mental-material field is the private playground of
the West, that is Europe and her satellite settlements in the New
World (America and Canada) and Australasia. They now rule the
world owing to their undisputed control of material technology
-

-

and what has also been called social
and

trans-national

technology"

-

multi-national

corporations, democracy, free enterprise,

rights, communications and so on. In other words the
globalised world is a partitioned world in which black Africa has
no square inch of spiritual, mental or material territory under her

human

control.'
This situation has occupied quite

a

bit of my time inthe last

few years, as a result of which I have sought to draw fresh
attention to it and may be address it in a number of recent public
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lectures.

My basic position has been that the Blackman must
divest himself of paradigms and thinking processes invented,
produced and marketed by the West, or any other civilisation for
their selfish purposes and invent, produce and market his own. At
this point I quote two paragraphs from my lecture on "The
Blackman, History and Responsibility" delivered on 23rd May,
2000 under the auspices of the Centre for Black and African Arts
and Civilisation (CBAAC) in Lagos. They insist that:
the Blackman must break out of the dark and

narrow

confmes within

which Western civilisation has boxed him, and continues to seek to
confme him. To do this the Blackman must ruthlessly exploit one of the

options which the game theory offers him. According to this theory all life
is a game
Shakespeare prefers the word stage. Some of this game is
the
designed by
gods (or nature) and some by man. When you agree to
playa game already designed by a god or by a man, you offer yourself to
be bound hands and feet, for it means you have accepted the rules and
regulations invented by the designer to ensure that that game is played
according to his rules and may be his desires. This point should be clear to
all from what happens to those who agree to play soccer presided over
today by FIFA. If you wake up to the fact that you are constrained by the
game in which you are currently involved, and you want to free yourself,
the first thing you need to do is to opt out or become a non-conformist, or
to even become disruptive. This already brings into question the
contemporary ideology, marketed by the satisfied and satiated nations,
that the world can move forward only under conditions of peace, stability
and tranquillity that is in circumstances in which the present arrangement
in which they are top-dogs remains undisturbed.
After you have opted out or become non-conformist or even disruptive,
the next .step is to design your own game and draw up its rules and
regulations. To become a top-dog, an imperator, you have to lure or
compel some of your neighbours to take up your own game under your
own rules and regulations. This sounds easy enough, but anyone who has
attempted to do it, for instance by opting out of the family game designed
by the paterfamilias and his wife, or out of the village game designed by
the- elders of the clan, or out of the local church game designed by the
local priest and local church elders will attest to how difficult, indeed
bruising, the path to ultimate freedom and responsibility could be. But
-

then

elders say you do not opt out of a necessary war because of the
knowledge that war is bloody. What you seek to do is to minimize the
our
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on your own side, while maximising it on the side of the
Designing your own game and working out its rules and
regulations calls for serious thought and action, for a special aggregation
of experts in centres and institutes equipped with the resources for doing
the job in hand. In other words, the Blackman needs to establish
specialised centres and institutes designed and equipped to face the
problem of the Blackman's view and perception of himself, his world, his
place in that world and his relationship with his co-inhabitants of the
physical cosmos."

bloodshed
enemy.

Paradigms
Friendly
We

are

and Criteria

often told,

or

of

Civilisation that

taunted, that we do

are

Blackman

not have to re-invent the

wheel. But, I think, this is beside the point. We need to get back
point in our development from which the rain started

to that

beating

us

and have another look at the

concepts, methods, techniques and

evolving

an

epistemology

balanced, that will enable
our
our

that is

us

to

tag

ruling paradigms,

processes with

a

Blackman-friendly,
on,

even

view to

that is

if with the hold of

little toe, to the dialogue of world civilisations and thus assert
claim to being part of the mainstream of world civilisation as

it flows towards its unknown future.
Thus far the tendency in defining civilisation has been to
place the emphasis on coverage in time and place as well- as on
the

muscularity of its material and social technologies, ideologies
and other mental constructs. Based on these Western-derived
paradigms and criteria Africa cannot but be out of the reckoning
in the dialogue of world civilisations. But I do think we can start
from an investigation of whether the essence of civilisations
existed in black African cultures and societies even in their
embryonic form, and whether these performed or achieved the
vital function of preparing the black African man for that stage in
world history characterised by increased clashes, or intensified
dialogues between rival civilisations. The Amerindians and the
Australian Black Fellows who apparently did not meet this
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criterion died out in consequence of this intensified contact and
dialogue. But not only did black Africa survive that critical stage,

but she has

proved herself able to be towed along and intact into
globalization era. But) of course, the question is whether she
should not enter that stage of history on her own stearn and
exerting her full weight.
As we adopt this approach we are surprised to find that within
limits black Africa made a number of significant contributions to

the

world civilisations. At the racial level black Africa was able, like
many other rival or competing races, to tame a substantial
fraction of the massive continent on which it pleased providence
to place or situate her. All of sub-Saharan Africa, except the
small area occupied by the Khoisan peoples, was effectively
tamed and occupied by the blacks through migration and the
development of an efficient productive economy that sustained a

enough to make it unnecessary for any other
job as was the case in the Americas and in
Australasia. She also developed for the sub-continent a social
technology socio-political institutions, systems and ideas that
again made it unnecessary for Europe, even during her period of
imperial control of the entire continent, to attempt to brush aside
this locally conceived and constructed social technology in order
to introduce her own or any others imported from outside the
continent. In fact throughout the sub-continent various forms and
permutations of the system known as Indirect Rule were
employed by the European colonial powers because of the degree
of success attained by the Blackman in the human settlement of
the sub-continent, in the economic control and exploitation of it
and in the socio-political management of its affairs.
This point, once made is so obvious that we do not need to
spend much time or space on it. We must now pass on to Africa's
achievements in the area we may describe as the quintessence of

population
race

dense

to take up that

-

civilisations. In this

-

area we have chosen to cite and discuss
somewhat briefly the Igbo example partly because it is necessary
here to go into particulars and specifics, and partly because the
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Igbo belong to the category of blacks erroneously regarded until
recently as one of the least developed of African peoples. If,
therefore, we are able to find in Igbo culture elements of those
ideas, institutions and artefacts which

are believed to go into the
of
civilized
existence, then the case
making
quintessence
much
for
of black Africa would have. been more than made.

of the

ideas, institutions and artefacts may have been small or
geographic scale, as well as lacked the necessary
muscle to impose themselves on other peoples and cultures. But
just the fact of their existence would prove our point that another
These

limited in

contribution of black Africa to world civilisations

lay

in the fact

that the blacks

brought themselves up to a point in development
that made it possible for them to be incorporated into the flow of
world

and culture instead of

history

just- withering

like the

Amerindians and the Black Fellows did in the face of the
the

challenge by

aggressive

standard-bearers

of

Western

civilisation.

/gbo

Wisdom

Knowledge

-

Example of Africa's

Contribution to

World Civilisation

begin our consideration of this subject at the level
of Igbo wisdom knowledge or teachings is deliberate. Wisdom
knowledge or mentalistic constructs form the fountainhead from
which all human achievement at the physical, economic and
socio-politica1levels derive. The point we want to make, and we
would want to be taken seriously, is that the Igbo, and therefore
the Blackman, fell short not at this vital level, but in their ability
to bring these seed ideas into visible and tangible manifestation at
the physical, economic and socio-politicallevels. Thus what may,
at the physical, economic and socio-political levels, look like a
Our decision

to

flat barren terrain stands
same

seed ideas

acclaimed

as

as

on a

is the

base studded with more or less the
in other civilisations popularly

case

better achieved.
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specific examples of these basic seed
one or two general points about Igbo
first is that today it appears non-existent

shall first make

knowledge.

and devoid of

an

another

The

assured future because of the lack of what, in
I have described as an institutional base. In the

write-up,
paper just mentioned, I made the point that:
This

handicap (of

lack of

institutional

an

base) which afflicted Igbo

studies in the last century or so had not always been there. Indeed in the
preceding sixty centuries or so the situation was remarkably different. .It
may well be true that during those long ages there was no central
organisation, that is a pan- Igbo organisation, for pursuing and promoting
Igbo studies. But then Igbo studies' and Igbo knowledge formed part and
parcel of every institution that went into the making of Igbo society and
culture. The
and the clan

family,
as

well

the
as

lineage,

'the ward, the

village,

the

the societies associated with them

-

village-group
age-grades,

title

societies, professional guilds (of farmers, smiths, herbalists and native
doctors, traders etc), markets, village squares, shrines and oracles as well
as the obi (palaces) of rulers were all centres for the pursuit of Igbo

knowledge and its preservation.

7

paper went on to make the point that
these centres and institutions pursued Igbo

The

same

although none of
knowledge in a

comprehensive sense, that is in a pan-Igbo sense, yet in another
sense they pursued it in a comprehensive manner. "This", I
pointed out, "was in the sense that the lore and traditions built up
and preserved by each centre (and institution) tended to touch on
all aspects of human life and destiny as well as on all aspects of
the Igbo cosmos. Similarly, all disciplines
history, geography,
economics, philosophy, language and linguistics, literature, the
were covered to
exoteric and esoteric sciences
varying
-

-

extents".

8

The other

general point,

which

we

would want to touch

on

here, was made in another paper which is still to be aired
electronically or through the print media. It is that in talking of
Igbo wisdom knowledge, or indeed of Igbo experience, "we are
talking of the Creator's dealings with the Igbo people, we are
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from their scriptuie which was
preserved (recorded)
in different media. This scripture also falls into two testaments

drawing

...

-

the old testament which deals with happenings and experiences
before the dawn of British colonial rule, and the new testament
which deals with events and happenings coming after that dawn.
When

we

Igbo experience as preserved in oral
traditions, social institutions, art objects and artefacts, we are
drawing from the bible of the Igbo-speaking peoples and can
from there arrive at conclusions regarding at what levels and to
what extent the Igbo were able to cope with or meet the purpose
of man's odyssey on earth"? Having made these general points,
we can now plunge into the examination of a few specifics.

Divine

Beings, Civilising Heroes, Saviour-gods

draw from

as

Bearers

0/

Civilisation

Any detailed and perceptive study of any of the generally
accepted world civilisations will show that each is usually said to
have been set on the launching pad of future development by a
historical character usually mythologised as a god-man, We are
indeed told that in the history of the world. and of civilisations
there have been thirty-two god-men of whom seventeen have
to

been further characterised as saviours. The movement of world
scholarship having been what it is, that, is Blackman-unfriendly, it
is not surprising that none of these thirty-two god-men and none
of the saviours has a black African provenance, A god-man, as
we can find out from critical study, either has no identifiable

operates easily and regularly in the worlds of
spirits (and even animals) or is able to undertake a
perilous journey into distant lands (usually spirit or animal
worlds) and come back to the community of his fellow men with
gifts .or experiences that benefit all or. most. Using these criteria,
father
men

the

or

mother,

or

and

Igbo had mBIiy god-men and saviours, So did many other
black' African peoples. At the Black African level such figures as
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in Benin, Oduduwa in Yorubaland, Okamfor Anokye in
Asante, Kintu in middle Africa were some of the god-men or

Ogiso

god-men
god-men

and saviours. In the
who

case

of the

Igbo,

operated freely in the worlds
god-men and saviours

animals. Some of the

Eri and Nri

were

of men, spirits and
made to wear

were

masks that made them into other creatures, or even animals (like
the dog, tortoise, toad, etc.) This was in keeping with a technique
to wisdom and esoteric

common

to

keep

truth which

private

teachings

world-wide

designed

certain inner truths from the uninitiated: the kind of inner
or

master

a

in

an

explains

to his students

or

disciples

in

inner chamber. In other words the attempt in
was launched by

black Africa at the construction of civilisations

the

same

kind of characters

or

actors as

performed

that function

in other parts of the world. Thus Igbo wisdom teaching carries
the same universal message that the making and sustaining of

civilisations is
those

a

very

high,

specialised

very

work carried out

by

specially called for it.
similar

fmd in

Igbo wisdom knowledge the
seed idea that every civilisation at a point in its history has need
of a saviour-god whose career makes it possible for that
civilisation to take the next step in its development. Where such a
saviour god fails to appear, which is not usual, that civilisation
withers and dies rather prematurely. In the case of the Igbo we
find that after the departure of their first god-man, their
In

a

civilisation
that
their

was so

manner we

came

to face

crisis in the nature. of a famine
nothing at all to eat. As a result

a severe

total that there

was

second-generation god-man, Nri,

sent

an

embassy

to

Chukwu who gave him a severe test-to sacrifice first his first
son, second his first daughter, third his male slave and finally his
female slave and harvest as food whatever germinated from the
grave of each. I believe we all know the story. From the grave of
the first son came yam, from the grave of the first daughter came
cocoyam, from the grave of the male slave came palm tree and
from the grave of the female slave came breadfruit tree. In
remembrance of this great mystical event, the festivals of Njoku
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Njoku was the saviour
Igbo civilisation survived
god
on the material fruits of its (his?) sacrifice. Again we can find
that in keeping with the usages and practices of wisdom or
esoteric knowledge, the central character in the story, Njoku, was
made to wear a mask so that his identity could be kept from the
uninitiated. Here again we encounter the universal idea of
sacrifice, of the perilous journey as an essential aspect of the
work of the god-man or saviour. This, as we know, is the root
idea in the myth of the solar logos as found in ancient European
Ji and

in

Njoku Ede
early Igbo

were

instituted. Thus

civilisation because

civilisations, that is the sun God who descended into the dark
(died and was buried) and then rose as the rye and the

world

wheat

on

which human life

came

to be sustained.

have the seed idea that each civilisation starts great
Again
and big in terms of morality, ethics and spirituality, but later
we

descends

or

falls into materialism. This is the root idea from

derive the four ages of man
the age of gold, the age
of silver, the age of bronze (copper) and the age of iron; or
simply the standard human tendency to see the golden age as

which

we

-

lying in the past. This descent from the age of purity to the age of
corruption or immorality is usually known as the Fall. We find
this root idea fairly well developed in Igbo wisdom teachings.
According to them their world or civilisation started on a
pedestal of high spirituality in which there was perpetual day,
regular converse with their High God who fed them on ethereal
food known as azu igwe (the back of the sky or sky substance).
All went well until one day a woman, whose menstrual flows
were on, attempted to harvest the sky substance for food contrary
to the commandment of Chukwu. The result

the

was

that Chukwu and

sky receded (withdrew) plunging them into famine, starvation
misery from which they were rescued by the sacrifice of
Njoku and what followed as already related above. With the
eating of yam and cocoyam, palm fruit and breadfruit in place of
the old ethereal food came the rub or the fall. Man slept for the
first time and night descended for the first time too. Decoding the
and
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language of this esoteric wisdom we have the following: with
eating material food, i.e. embracing materialism, man slept, i.e,
his consciousness fell.. The fall is the succumbing of man to
matter and materialism and his consciousness shifting in
the same as is said to
consequence from God and spirituality
have taken place in the Garden of Eden following the eating of
the apple by all concerned. This seed idea of civilisations is
the
perhaps more clearly stated in Igbo wisdom knowledge
decline from high spiritual consciousness is described as man
falling asleep (i.e, spiritual sleep) and it is because man is asleep
in materialism that saviours and truth-bringers constantly call on
man to awaken, to get back to the golden age of pure spirituality.
With this departure from high spiritual consciousness, from
-

-

attention focussed on God to attention focussed on matter and
materialism, the subsequent advancement of civilisation could
only come about through further challenge to God or to nature,

through science and technology which appears on the surface to
challenge God and nature or to defy them. This is the point of the
story of the Tower of Babel which meant mustering and
mobilising the forces of science and technology as related to
architecture to get to heaven, the abode of God. Among the Igbo,
especially in the borderland Igbo of Nsukka, (at Ogrugu to be
specific) we have this seed idea again in a very pure form. A
wonder worker from Ogrugu, a phenomenon of a man, Onoja
Oboni, who had six fingers on every hand and six toes on every
foot, was at the centre of this challenge to God. In his case the
tower he built towards heaven or the sky was for an undisguised
warlike purpose to conquer those who lived in the sky just as he
had conquered those who lived on earth! In the end God and
nature
overcame
his science and technology of tower
construction following which he and his men suffered the same
-

fate

as

those associated with the tower of Babel.

Onoja Oboni was something else entirely for at the end
of his larger than normal life career he was said to have bounced
off a rock and gone into the sky thus enacting the same situation
This
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Elijah which shows that the accomplished man, the
man who has conquered (overcome) the world can return to the
sky god without passing through the gates of death. Until I left
Nsukka in 1992 there were Nsukka elders who kept promising to
take me to the giant rock from which Onoja Oboni bounced into
the sky and which are believed to still bear the giant imprints of
his feet! But they never lived up to their promise. But this, in no
way, falsifies our point that this universal seed idea also
germinated and flourished in Igbo culture.
as

Enoch and

Civilising

Hero's

Perilous

Journey

and

development

of

Civilisations

Joseph Campbell of America, the great folklorist and
mythologist, has made a detailed study of the hero and his
II
journey in world civilisation. At the end of the journey the hero
brings back to his community some important development
generating ideas or techniques. We have already drawn attention
to the fact that the seed idea of the hero and his journey was well
developed in Igbo culture. With the Igbo such a hero was
conceived as being at home not only in the world of men, but
also in the world of animals (ala umu anumanu) and in the land
of the dead/spirits (ala muo). Such a hero was Ojadili. But our
concern here is with the nature of this journey, its perilousness
and many trials.
Various Igbo folktales, that is accounts of events in early Igbo
civilisation couched in esoteric language to shield the truth from
the eyes of the profane and uninitiated, bring out very clearly the
nature and character of the hero's journey. Thus in the story

about The Twin

Gongs

recorded

by Uche Okeke about 1960, the

hero, Okolo (Okoro) found himself committed to "a seven year
journey" in order to get to the land of the dead where the object
of his quest

through

lay.

seven

"To reach the land of the dead he had to pass
grass-woodlands and swim across

stretches of

A. E.

seven
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seas?", In another story about the origin of Night and Day

recorded

Romanus

by

distant land

beyond

medicine man, who
about the

origin

"tortoise", had

Egudu

seven
was

the heroine had to travel to "a

hills" to reach the dibia, a powerful
barrenness". In another story

to cure her

of death, the heroes "masked" as "dog" and
across seven seas and seven deserts" to

"to travel

reach God's

kingdom to make their conflicting petitions on
behalf of man". Crossing a desert (ozara) or a sea (river) or a hill
was a form of initiation just as was for the Israelites (those who
love Yahweh or children of Yahweh) the leaving of Egypt, or the
crossing of the Red Sea or the crossing of the desert or the fall of
the wall of Jericho. To get to the Promised Land or the highest
consciousness the Israelites underwent four initiations that are
recorded. There may have been more. For the Igbo, to attain the
highest consciousness and return to work as an initiate, as one
who would advance civilisation, you needed seven initiations.
Hence the reckoning of the hills or streams (rivers) or deserts in
the hero's

journey

in sevens! We should note that this number

agrees with the number of the colours of the rainbow
with the number of tones on the musical scale.

This issue of the hero and his
of the

perilous journey

of civilisations

and

as

well

as

lies at the very
renewal or

their

origin
moving forward. The hero leaves his society or
moves
into
the, perilous unknown (whether in an inward
culture,
journey or an outward journey), undergoes multiple initiations in
the school of hard-knocks, returns with a prized idea or technique
or technology with which he moves his people and their culture
to the next stage or saves them from decay and disintegration or
root

regeneration,

i.e.

does both. This is

universal seed idea of civilisations. As we
have shown, it was evolved in Igbo culture and was no doubt
responsible for that culture remaining alive and vibrant over the
millennia and thus able to live to see incorporation into that
which today has become known as globalized civilisation. Those
that were not able to do that died out. It is, perhaps, at this stage
not

now

a

important

how these seed ideas

come

into

·Igbo,

or
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that is whether

they were
ex
nihilo or
Blackman)
by
were the result of diffusion. The important point is that however
they came to be, they found among the Igbo, and the Blacks, a
fertile soil in which to grow and flourish; they are part and parcel
of archaic Igbo (and therefore the Blackman'S) civilisation and
obeyed the same basic laws with respect to representation,
imagery, symbolism etc., as in other known world civilisations.
That they did not blossom into systems that enslaved or engulfed
the civilisations of other races, and why that was so are other
matters awaiting their investigators and scholars.
In conclusion, Black civilisation has been part and parcel of
the dialogue of civilisations from its archaic days. The non
recognition of the fact for so long has been owed to the use of
methods and paradigms that are not Blackman-friendly in
determining what is civilisation, what is the dialogue of world
civilisations and who

are

the

-

the

participants.

The conclusions

arrived at here, or rather the findings made, show the value of the
method and approach we advocated at the start of the paper that
is going back to basics, starting from where the rain of prejudice
-

started

likely

beating

the Blackman and

to lead to

will find

a

niche

a
-

revised
no

asking such questions as are
epistemology in which the Blackman

matter how small.
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