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Abstract. 
The history of many African societies suggests that guilds and cults serve as 

regulating bodies. These organisations often operate like the police of their various 

cultures. This exactly was the role of Oboni secret society of Atali community in 

Evo-Ikwerre of the northern Niger Delta. This paper focuses on the formation, 

membership, activities and rituals of the organization and the influence of 

modernity. Among the Atali people, the Oboni secret society operates like Ogboni 

society of western Nigeria, though, with some perculiarities. The paper, adopts  

the style of Nabofa by using the “word symbols to mean an object, an idea or an 

act which is used to represent something else which are related to it in some special 

way. The research observes that the Oboni society of Atali hold their members in 

high exteem. It concludes that the pattern of operation of the society has to change 

to conform to the modern day method of operation of other societies. 

 

Introduction 

In regular human society, culture and its fundamental principles are the commonest things 

any person could have, except a society that does not exist within the Cosmos. As man 

exists in an environment, he is bound to accept the natural and supernatural components 

of such an environment. In the cause of this paper, culture and tradition will be 
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interchangeably used to refer to the same thing. It is regarded as the way of life a particular 

people in a geographical location within the planet earth (cosmos). 

 

 Culture/ tradition determines the existence of man, it emerges in human history as traced 

to the early Homo sapiens… tradition it is totality of the life of man.1 Indigenous religious 

practices are fundamental to every society; the desire to submit to a higher and supreme 

power is the woe of human beings. Humans are always confronted with their inadequacies 

and they seek help to save themselves from a supernatural being. 

 

“Religion is a part of every man’s life and there are certain transitional 

rituals through which everybody has to pass to the older societies. The 

whole organization of the society is maintained by spiritual forces which 

pervade it…. religious symbols, rites, dogmas, sacred places and persons 

in unifying African society and giving cohesion and persistence.”2 

 

This paper, adopts the style of Nabofa (1994) by using the “word symbols to mean an 

object, an idea or an act which is used to represent something else which are related to it 

in some special way.”3 Symbols are embodied with hidden meaning to ordinary people to 

make it attractive event for the use of members of the secret societies and their 

representatives. Members of secret fraternities, like human cluster, use symbols to achieve 

various purposes. 

 

The major task here is to demonstrate how members of oboni tradition cult of Atali exist 

and how they use their symbols to achieve some objective as mentioned above. This will 

be done using the ethnographic description of Atali and symbolic form and its meaning or 

meanings. Much has not been written about OBONI tradition cult of Atali (Ikwerre).  

 

This paper will dwell on the origin and its relationship with both civil and religious 

authorities during the colonial and post-independence periods. It is the intention of this 

                                                 

 
1 Kilani O. Abdulrazaq, Iheancho N. Ngozi, (2013) Culture, Development and 

Religious change. Port Harcourt:  

Stepson printing house 
2 Parrinder Geoffery, (1974)  African Traditional Religion London:Shelton Press  

p27 
3 Nabofa op. cit. p36 
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paper to review aspects of the cult in which other authors may have not adequately 

covered: that is, the origin in Atali, and it symbolic form and process.  

 

African indigenous Religion came from various experiences and practices that contain sets 

of beliefs and practices since the existence of man.  These religious practices have been 

preserved for as long as the existence of human beings has lasted. “The indigenous 

traditions have continued to remain resilience in the presence of modernization and 

foreign religious practices in Nigeria (Christianity and Islam).”4 Nigeria today has diverse 

indigenous traditions /cultures that allow for the independence of Atali indigenous 

traditions as one of the African indigenous religious practices. 

 

Brief historical background: Esara Kingdom is one of the traditional stools within 

Obio/Akpor Local Government area of Rivers State. It comprises of four major clan in the 

ancient past which Atali is one. They are namely: Rumuokwurusi, Oro-Igwe, Rumuokoro 

and Atali outlined according to seniority. Atali is the last of the children of Esara who is 

place at the North of the Kingdom, without boundaries with Eneka in the North, 

Rumuokwurusi in the south, Igbo Etche in the east and Oro-Igwe in the west. Today 

development has multiplied the number of new patches of stools within the kingdom. 

 

Oboni traditional cult was first introduced to the people of Atali by the people of 

Arochukwu in Abia State, Atali people later introduce it to other neighboring communities 

within the Evo and Esara kingdoms. Note that this cult has it presence in almost the entire 

Ikwerre ethnic nationality of Rivers state and beyond. The purity of Oboni traditional 

practice is still with the initiate members of Atali.  

 

This community were noted for some significant spiritual forces which do not permit 

profane space or time though in the face of revolution of the state system and democratic 

decision-making process. 

 

Importance of ritual symbols: symbolically as Wotogbe-Weneka (2009) citeing Mary 

Douglas who opined that “Symbols manifest themselves in rituals context, help humans 

                                                 
4 Ogungbile O. David, (2015) Paradigms  and conceptual Issues I African 

Indigenous Religious Traditions; African  

Indigenous Religious Traditions Local and Globl Context perspectives on 

Nigeria; A Festschrift in honour of Jacob K. Olupona. Lagos: Malthouse 

Press Limited. P4 
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to select experiences for concentration, attention and creativity at the level of performance 

and can mysteriously help the coordination of the brain and body”5 

 

 Symbols are used to explain some concepts of religion. Any religious ritual is believed to 

be symbolic; likewise, symbols could also be rituals. More so, Nabofa explains further with 

his seven cardinal functions of symbols: 

 

“symbol is used to maintain order and coherence, for communication, 

preservation of knowledge that will be passed from one generation to 

another, for expressing interreligious feelings and external truths, for 

remembering important events, as aid in Meditation and the promotion of 

spiritual development.”6 

 

It is against this backdrop, that this research attempts an analysis of the symbolic 

implication of the Oboni traditional Cult among the Atali people (Ikwerre ethnic Nationality 

of Nigeria). The Atali under focus have numerous traditional cults and festivals with 

appreciable natural resources of both land and water that produces food for living. Her 

current political and natural relevance as the seat of Government of Rivers State (Port 

Harcourt) with abundant natural resources and industrial activities qualify Rivers State of 

Nigeria  with the expression: “Treasure Base of the nation”7 the emerging socio-economic  

implication of these natural endowment notwithstanding, the Ikwerre hold firm her 

indigenous religious beliefs and practices, especially the Oboni traditional cult which has 

similar symbolic features in relation to the Reform Ogboni Fraternity of Nigeria. 

 

Atali people (Ikwerre) of the Niger Delta region, have as part of their practices, the belief 

in gods, spirits and divinities inhabiting nature. These supernatural beings influence their 

culture and is assured to protect them.  Oboni traditional cult believes that the gods could 

be seen and regarded as the protective and influential part of Ali, the earth goddess. As a 

result of this cultic activities connected with the earth surface area over the years, the 

adherents have to come to term with the Oboni spirit possessing them. These are in their 

                                                 
5 W.O Wotogbe-Weneka, (2009) Water Symbolism in African Possession Cult of 

the Ikwerre People of North-Eastern Niger Delta,  Orita Journal of Religious 

studies XLI/II December 2009  University of Ibadan: John archers Publishers Ltd. 
6 M.Y Nabofa (1994)  Symbolism in African Traditional Religion Ibadan: 

Paperback Publishers Limited p13-15  ISBN  

9782432504 
7 Wotogbe-Weneka, Op. cit, p47. 
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hard work to overtly communicate the inner religious experience of the Oboni spirit 

directing them. Naturally, such adherents attach symbolic importance to the ritual items, 

the reasons for this is not farfetched. The belief expressed by Cirlot as cited by Fefegha 

(2001): that “All natural and cultural objects may be invested with symbolic function which 

emphasizes their essential qualities in such a way that they lend themselves spiritual 

interpretations”.8 

 

The materials used for cultic and ritual function in Oboni traditional secret Cult of Atali, 

symbolize objective reality and more so conveys the subjective feeling among adherents of 

the cult. 

 

History of Oboni Traditional Cult in Atali 

According to oral tradition, oboni society, came to Atali through a cross cultural trade 

relation between people of Arochukwu of Abia state with Atali people of Rivers state. Just 

like reformed Ogboni fraternity of Nigeria and freemasons they have influential 

personalities and members are benefactor who use their position to support the 

community’s’ indigenous religion.  

 

Much information of their registration in Nigeria as a secret society is not known but it is 

observed that OBONI traditional secret cult has presence in the Eastern region of Nigeria 

as discussed earlier in its origin among the people of Atali . 

 

OBONI traditional cult of Atali (Ikwerre), is a secret cult which uses the slogan: Nda marule 

esi nwon, obu ewun meaning the secret of the father cannot be made known to child. Child 

here refers to non-initiates of the secret cult. This secret cult was introduced to the people 

of Atali at about 1934, following a request made for the providence of protection and 

influence in trade and merchandise among Atali people.  

 

It was believed that the practice of Oboni tradition secret cult will bring spiritual 

fortification and protection for initiates.  This was before the arrival of foreign religion into 

the community later around 1950’s, date is not precise. Oboni traditional secret cult is a 

voluntary association, where every person in the community and beyond is free to join and 

denounce membership without harm, but the oath of secrecy must not be made known to 

                                                 
8 S.A. Fefegha, (2001) The Spirituality of divinatory Objects among The Epie-

Atissa people of Bayelsa in Niger Delta, in Religion and Spirituality. Port 

harcourt: Emhai printing and publishing co. 
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non-initiates. If such an attempt is made, the life of such a member will be mystically 

terminated. 

 

Sociological Relevance of Oboni Traditional Secret Cult in Ikwerre 

 The complexities of Atali indigenous tradition is hinge on the African religious beliefs and 

practices. These beliefs include the Supreme Being as the authentic authority to African 

coloration among religions of the world. As was stated above, Oboni traditional secret cult 

acknowledges the supreme beings’ creativeness, providence and sustainability power of 

the Earth goddes (Ali).  

 

Hence, Oboni is a representative of the supreme nature of the earth deity whose duty is to 

create, provide for the sustainability of her children and hunt down evil forces that may 

threaten the life and prosperity of her children. Note that Ikwerre and Igbo have 

established the nomenclatures for the Supreme Being. These names are: creator “Chiokike, 

Chineke or Chukwu respectively,”9 which is the same symbol of Oboni purified 

spirituality.  

 

Moreover, the belief in the supreme being lead to the acknowledgment of smaller divinities 

“ whose work and activities contrast according to the need and practices of the different 

localized traditional practices in Africa. 

 

Ritual Items of Oboni Secret Cult and their Symbolism 

Wotogbe-Weneka (2018) on symbolism, argued that symbols are differently decoded by 

different people, what a symbol may mean to one person may be different from another 

person. He further cited Nabofa as he affirmed in his work on symbolism in African 

Traditional Religion, suggesting that a symbol can have multiple interpretations since 

ideologies of the human decoders may vary.  

 

Hence, Oboni traditional secret cult has basic ritual items with their symbolic significance, 

these ritual items could be further enumerated and explained below: 

A Dog (Nkita) 

B Locally distilled Gin (kaikai) 

C Bunch of Plantain 

D Coconut 

                                                 
9 Israel Ndu Johnson, (2013)  African Perspective to sociology of religion; Port 

Harcourt: De Caritas Publishers p34 
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These ritual items are explained independently with their specific function to the Oboni 

traditional cult.  

 

Dog 

The Dog is a symbol of loyalty, honesty. It is also perceived and believed to be the hunter 

of evil spirits.  When a dog is sacrificed and eaten by members of the cult, such initiates is 

believed to be endowed with spiritual foresight to hunt evil or command evil spirits. 

Hence, they can use such mystical powers to attack non initiates who infringes on their 

perceived right. 

 

Alister Hardy (1975) describes the nature of Dog to man as he suggested that man and dog 

share similar biological system.  His assertion was premised on the devotional attributes 

of dogs to man. He further opined that this devotion transcends the feeling of man to the 

reality of God. “Animal transfers his loyalty and obedience from his former pack-leader to 

a new master: moreover, an animal which is only a faithful follower is one that can have a 

devotional child-like loving relationship with his new master”10. This is an attributes Oboni 

initiates revitalizes symbolically in their relationship with the supreme Earth goddess. 

During rituals in the shrine which is not physically situated in a particular place, rather 

Oboni shrine is in the box held by its chief priest; the blood of the dog is poured on the 

ground for a feast of potency. Such blood is believed to add more life and protection to the 

initiates and also endowed them with love and loyalty for Oboni god. The earth goddess 

is given the first place of every sacrifice in appreciation of providence in a responsive 

appeal pleads for continuous providence and sustenance. 

 

Furthermore, it should be noted that the Oboni traditional secret cult, also regards the 

earth’s biological makeup to consist of the male (god) and female (goddess), it is on this 

basis their mythology suggest that the surface part of the earth is the male attribute, who 

is above the female goddess of fertility and productivity. More so, they also share the belief 

that the masculine potency received the prayer and appeasement from the devotee after 

which transmit to the female goddess for action. The analogy of the top soil representing 

the male attribute of protection and the dark soil signifying the female goddess of fertility 

and provision. Before any food can germinate from the earth, there must be a mating of 

the male and female divinities. The motherhood of the earth draws a line of connection 

between the Reform Ogboni Fraternity of Nigeria and the Oboni Traditional Cult of Atali. 

They assume the earth to represent the mother of all creatures which includes also human 

                                                 
10Hardy Alister,(1975) The Biology of God; A scientific study of man the 

religious animal London: Jonathan Cape Ltd, ISBN 0224011294 
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beings. In a sense, the ground is the true source of existence. The source of food for the 

sustenance of man. The earth is further believed to be the home of human at death, and a 

pathway to transformation and reincarnation. The earth as believe by the Oboni initiates 

is a womb where man is reformed and reborn into the ancestral world to be reborn again 

after he or she might have served their usefulness among the living dead. Here the cyclical 

life of man is a strong fundamental belief of the Oboni secret cult of Atali (Ikwerre people) 

thus the earth really symbolizes the real existence of power, therefore, any initiates of that 

stands on it bare-footed when taking an oath and during initiation rituals. This agrees with 

Nabofa’s description, as he stated that: 

 

“ the idea of the earth which is everywhere is a living testimony to the 

oath that one has taken, and if one tries to tell lies or break the oath he has 

taken… the impartial goddess of the earth will judge him in several forms 

which includes sickness and other calamities that may result in death.”11  

 

The earth is also seen as a symbol of Unity referring to themselves as WENE-BADU.  Ikenga 

Metuh (1999), also discusses the earth spiritual nature as the earth is in charge of 

everything within it.  He argues that sometimes the sickness of man is believed in the Igbo 

mythology as “trial before God and the earth deity. If he recovers, he is said to have won 

his case against his ancestors who want to call him from the living…. The Ala cult is the 

most powerful integrating forces in the Igbo societies which are characterized by the 

absence of a centralized political authority.”12 

 

Local Gin 

This is a prominent ritual item that features in social and religious activities. It used for 

prayers to the gods when libation is poured to the ground it is regarded as an offering to 

the also the earth goddess. The gin is believed to be an instrument for invoking and inviting 

the goddess of the earth, ancestors and other departed initiates into their meeting, a means 

of enhancing all their endeavors. Every member must drink from the same cup dedicated 

to the Oboni god; no one drinks from a different cup. This symbolizes relationship, unity 

and loyalty. This divine communion enhances the renewal of vows and affirms loyalty to 

the cult. 

 

 

                                                 
11 Nabofa op. cit. p38  
12 Metuh E. Ikenga,(1999)  God and Man in African Religion, Anambra: Snaap 

Press Ltd..p94 
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Plantain Bunches 

Plantain bunches symbolizes unity and strength, it is believed that plantain has the 

spiritual ability of ensuring prosperity and strong influence of members in the society. In 

the past, it believed that plantain was food for the spirits, strong and very influential 

people, also plantain contains spiritual elements of vitality. it is perceived than it is 

endowed with the capability of enhancing longevity and good health of members. Plantain 

is also said to be the food of the earth goddess. Such plantains are roasted and eaten among 

initiates. 

 

Coconut 

Coconut is an important ritual item in the Oboni traditional secret cult of Atali, it is 

believed to contain mystical powers, since the manner in which water enters into it is 

unknown to humans but endowed by the gods. Coconut has a lot of symbolic 

manifestations, the hard shell is symbolizes strength and valiancy, the white food 

symbolizes purity and sacredness and the water inside of the coconut symbolizes life. 

Coconut is used for purification of the soul to be in unity with the spirits. Oboni initiates 

believed that the complete soul of a man can be infused in to the coconut, either to be 

preserved or destroyed when broken with anger after some incantations. Hence, is literally 

believed that coconut is a mystical healing plant, used for neutralizing poison, 

rejuvenating loss of energy and nourishing of some vital organs in the body. 

 

These ritual materials with their symbolic interpretation, expresses the rich value of the 

cult and it usefulness to human beings. There are other symbolic objects that will be 

explained that are not basically ritual items. Note that these items are brought into the 

shrine in pairs, before it can be used for rituals. Although human initiates partake of the 

sacrifice, it is assumed that a set of the items primarily is meant for the oboni deity to 

consume. 

 

Other Symbolic Objects and Ideas 

Dressing style 

Oboni traditional cult members have unique way of dressing; this displays the affluence 

sparks a sense of fear among non-initiates within the community. Initiates appear with a 

cap ( opu okoro) made of white, red and black with an eagle, fowl, and parrots feather on it. 

Each of the birds’ feather, signifies the rank of the initiates. The cap with different colours 

symbolizes priestly sacredness of the initiates, the highest-ranking initiates uses the feather 

of an eagle followed by Parrot and fowl. This cap is accompanied with the use of young 

palm frond placed in the mouth of the initiates during procession for meeting. The young 

palm frond placed on the tip of the mouth symbolizes spirit possession, sacredness and 
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loyalty of the initiate to the oath of secrecy. Hence, it should be noted that in the typical 

African traditional beliefs, “Palm frond symbolizes sacredness, which are used to mark 

consecrated places. The young palm fronds are said to be garments of divinities. Wherever 

young palm fronds are placed, it has been kept for the use of the spirits.”13 Today modern 

society has resulted to the use of textile (George) to mark consecration in the absent of 

raffia palm. 

 

Initiates put on white cloth with raffia palm tied to the waist and holding a black horse-

tail in their hands except the priest that holds a white horse-tail in his hand, all 

symbolizing, holiness, purity of mind and body. All initiates come in with bare-foot into 

the place of meeting symbolizing humility and reverence for the oboni deity. 

 

Communication 

Oboni traditional cult members communicate and identify their members using non-

verbal means of communication through signs and symbols. Each member uses his or her 

walking sticks to draw symbolically on the ground in response the other member draws 

also on the ground to identify him or her. Most public interactions are carried out through 

signals and signs. Note that their symbol of authority is the ground signal. 

 

Initiations/meeting time 

Oboni traditional cult like any other cult has a time devoted for sacred meetings. In their 

belief, the spirits cannot share its hour with ordinary humans except those that have 

devoted their soul to total service. The sacred hour of the cult meeting is at mid night and 

early morning when humans have paid loyalty to the gods by sleeping. Oboni traditional 

cult meets within the hours of 12am-3am. Oboni deity is believed to be omnipresence that 

it why it does not have a particular location as its shrine. During such meeting hours non, 

initiates are restricted from crossing or passing through such designated area. When 

initiates sound their gong and beat their drums it is use to inform non-initiates to keep off. 

If any non-initiate refused to adhere to their plead, he or she may be mystically attacked 

and killed.  

 

Initiation into Oboni traditional cult require maturity, before one can join or become a 

member of the cult such an individual would have been successful in hunting and farming 

on his or her own during the pre-colonial period. In the modern times, an individual who 

has attained maturity at the age of 18years and above are allowed to join. Furthermore, 

members of the cult should be able to afford all items of rituals and host meeting without 

                                                 
13 Nabofa op. cit. p54 
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any hindrance. Oboni traditional secret cult admits both male and female, but only females 

who are menopaused are allowed to join as members. Note that women under 

menstruations are regarded as unclean before the Oboni deity. 

 

Oboni has no age limit, only those that are loyal and committed to Oboni deity that oboni 

will reveal its true knowledge. 

 

Oboni Traditional Secret Cult and Social Relationship with Non Members 

 Members of the cult are regarded as true relatives; they share secret, happiness and 

sadness within members only. Members do not attend social programs of non-members 

neither do they eat from the pot of non-members. Although they have no restriction to 

marriage and relationship, but the oath of secrecy binds members together. Members are 

regarded more than biological relatives. Their social functions are held within membership 

confines nonmembers are not allowed with the inner circle. More so, members of Oboni 

traditional secret cult are in pre-colonial era not required to partake in the practice of 

foreign religious practices such as Christianity and Islam. The influence of modernity has 

introduced compromise among religions. Today Oboni cult members are allowed to 

belong to churches and Islamic religion and as well pay total allegiance to the sacred values 

of the indigenous practices of Oboni traditional cult. Oboni traditional cult help to create 

affluence of heroes in the society. The cult avails member’s mystical authority and power 

both for benevolent and malevolent practices. 

 

Taboos and Sanctions of Oboni Traditional Secret Cult Members of Atali 

Johnson (2013) suggests that taboos and sanctions are common features in African 

Indigenous Religions. They are forbidden practices or action that members of the society 

are not to perform. It concerns man’s behavior to morality. These taboos and sanctions 

attract punishment from the gods or supernatural entities. He further stated that taboos 

and sanctions help to build morality within a societal practice.14 

Theses taboos are discussed as follows: 

1 Women with menstrual flows are forbidden to join or share any item with 

members. 

2  Initiates are forbidden to partake in the consumption of palm wine 

3 Nonmembers are not expected to cook for members. 

4 Only the chief priest has right to view or designate member to possess the shrine 

box of the Oboni deity. 

5 Pregnant dogs cannot be use for sacrifice 

                                                 
14 Israel Ndu Johnson, op. cit. p35-36 
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6 Denounced members are not expected to spread the secret of the cult to the public 

or face the consequence of death himself and those he may have revealed it to. 

Oboni mystical power is overshadowing to non-initiates and initiates. 

 

There are more but these few are very important to the practice of Oboni traditional cult 

members. 

 

Resilience of Oboni Traditional Secret Cult with the Coming of Foreign Religions 

(Christianity) in Atali 

The ethnic diversities have built the independence of indigenous religious tradition as 

opined Ogungbile (2015).15 The indigenous traditional practices of Oboni secret cult has 

prominence of spiritual forces which do not allow profane space or time though in the face 

of change of State system and democratic decision making. 

 

Though Christianity has flourish through modernization and industrialization which are 

products of secularization of the society, that differentiates the profane and the sacred. 

Furthermore, the Oboni traditional secret cult practice as a part of the Atali indigenous 

religion, controls the society economically, politically, health wise, state formation of 

morality and human value. The interaction as suggested by kalu (2015) in the 

independence and post-independence era, the interreligious dialogue will help both 

Christianity and African indigenous religion to control models of change in the modern 

times. Hence it should be noted that religious change also challenges and transforms 

traditional, political institutions thus altering indigenous religions.  

 

Conclusion 

Oboni traditional cult has remain resilient in the presence of modern change because of it 

benefits to the indigenous people of the society.  As it serves as a means of protection, 

influence and prosperity for members. Furthermore, their fundamental valid to African 

spirituality and reverence to the sacred value of the gods and divinities are the variables 

that inculcates morality in the society though in the face of change.  

 

                                                 
15 Ogungbile O. David, (2015) Paradigms  and conceptual Issues I African 

Indigenous Religious Traditions; African  

Indigenous Religious Traditions Local and Globl Context perspectives on 

Nigeria; A Festschrift in honour of Jacob K. Olupona. Lagos: Malthouse 

Press Limited. P4 
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