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AFA D IV IN A T IO N IN  A N L O : 
A P re lim inary Report 1

by O .K .  N ukunya*

The importance o f geomancy in Wesf A fr ic a  is w e ll know n. 
Its p rin c ip a l exponents include the Yoruba, Dahomey and the Ewe. 
A lthough the Yoruba are gene ra lly  c red ited  w itf i its o r ig in , some 
llo r in  Yoruba accounts quoted by C larke suggest tha t i t  was learned 
from the N u p e .^  S im ila r practices are also found among the Anago 
Yoruba o f B razil and Cubans o f Yoruba descent. W hatever its o r ig in , 
afa d iv in a tio n , as it  is ca lle d  among the Ewe, has become in tegrated 
in diverse ways in to  the re lig ious systems o f a ll  the societies which 
now practise i t .  The on ly  traces o f Yoruba o rig in  in the non-Yoruba 
areas now are probably the u n in te llig ib le  Yoruba language employed 
in the process and the verses the d iv iners  re c ite  w hich are a l l  based 
a t Ife , the tra d it io n a l r itu a l centre o f the Y oruba.

W h ile  much has been w ritte n  about the Yoruba and the 
Dahomean systems no tab ly  by Bascom and Herskovits respec tive ly , 
very l i t t le  has been done on the Ewe s ide . In this paper an attem pt 
w i l l  be made to describe the techn ica l procedures and other sa lien t 
features in the Ewe p ra c tice .

* D r. G .K .  N ukunya is a Lecturer in the Department o f S oc io logy .

1 . This study formed part o f the 1967 Summer Research School
organised in Ghana jo in t ly  by the A fr ica n  Studies Programme, 
N orthwestern U n ive rs ity  and the Institu te  o f  A frican  Studies, 
Legon. G ra te fu l acknow ledgem ent is made to the two 
in s titu tio n s 'fo r fin a n c ia l support and o ther forms o f cooperation 
and to the fo llo w in g  students fo r th e ir assistance in fie ld w o rk : 
Joan Bragginton and M argaret Rosembloom o f N orthwestern 
and Ernest Dumor, B rig itte  Kumapley and Susan G ilb e rtso n , 
o f Legon.

2 . C la rke , 1939, p . 238.
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The home o f the Ewe-speaking peoples now lies in south­
eastern Ghana and the southern h a lf o f Togo. But they have n o tv  

been liv in g  here for more than fiv e  cen tu ries. They have a h istory 
o f m igra tion  w hich puts th e ir o rig in  somewhere in Yoruba country 
around the present D ahom ey-N ige ria  border.

Before coming under European rule a t the end o f the last 
cen tu ry , the Ewe never live d  under one p o lit ic a l a u th o r ity . They 
were organised in to  a number o f chiefdoms vary ing  in size from a 
few v illa g e s  to large and powerfu l kingdoms lik e  A n lo  and Peki 
comprising several towns and v illa g e s . Despite the absence o f 
p o lit ic a l u n ity  the Ewe share among others a common myth o f o rig in  
and h is tory o f m ig ra tion ; a common Ewe language spoken through­
out Eweland; and f in a lly  the consciousness o f being one peop le .

The Ewe area described here is the Kingdom o f A n lo , 
w h ich lies in the extreme southeastern corner o f G hana, im m ediate ly 
east o f the V o lta  R iver, w ith  an area o f 883 square miles and a 
popu la tion  o f 231,01 7 in 1960.^ It is a low country whose land­
scape and economy are dominated p r in c ip a lly  by the large Keta 
Lagoon (which covers about a th ird  o f the area and separates the 
lit to ra l from the h in te rland ) and also by the numerous streams that 
connect the Lagoon w ith  the V o lta  R iver. During the main ra iny 
season w h ich  centres around June, large areas around the lagoon 
are flooded fo r months w h ile  in the dry season, Novem ber to 
January, the floods recede and the greater part o f the lagoon 
its e lf dries up, y ie ld in g  large incrustations o f sa lt w h ich  provide 
an im portant a r t ic le  o f trade .

On the sea coast and in the v illages  surrounding the 
lagoon,fish ing is the c h ie f occupation but in land to the north the 
people c u lt iv a te  cassava, corn and vegetab les. O the r occupations 
inc lude c lo th  weaving on hand looms, basket making and pou ltry  
fa rm in g .

1 . 1960 Population Census o f G hana, V o l.  1 . The G a ze tte e r,
Census O ff ic e ,  A c c ra , 1962, P. X X I I I .
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Like the o ther Ewe groups the A n lo  are p a tr i l in e a l.  There 
are fifte e n  agamous, dispersed, to tem ic clans whose loca l segments 
form exogamous lineages. Two o f the clans have royal dynasties 
from whom the Awoam efia or K ing is a lte rn a te ly  chosen.

There is a b e lie f in a High G od , M aw u, who lik e  many 
o ther such West A fr ica n  gods disappeared a fte r creating  the w orld  
because o f the frequent demands on him by h is 'peop le  w h ile  he 
live d  near them . There is no organised worship fo r h im : no p ries t­
hood, shrine nor church . He is invoked by ind iv idua ls  in everyday 
life  and in times o f crises. It is accord ing to the Ewe themselves 
a god o f the th o u g h tfu l, not o f the m u ltitu d e . N e x t to Mawu are 
the small gods or tro w o  (s ingu la r, tr3  ) w h ich are his c rea tions, 
de riv ing  th e ir powers from him and residing in nature objects like  
streams, ponds, lagoons and forests. U n like  the H igh God the 
trSwo have organised worship w ith  shrines, priests and churches.

There are also a number o f cu lts or voduwo owned by 
ce rta in  in d iv id u a ls . M any A n lo  voduwo are o f fore ign o r ig in , 
m a in ly  Dahomean and Togolese and the in d iv id u a l desirous o f 
establishing them travels to th e ir  places o f o rig in  where the 
necessary fees are paid and the "rites perform ed. Membership 
o f both tr3  and vodu (singular) cuts across lineage and clan 
lines, though ch ild ren  usua lly  jo in  the gods served by th e ir 
parents.

But by fa r the most im portant supernatural beings are 
the ancestral sp irits  togbeq o liaw o , worshipped in a body by 
lineages and clans a t festiva ls and also by ind iv idua ls  who 
norm ally  show th e ir reverence by g iv in g  them the firs t morsel 
o f food or the firs t drops o f w afer or drinks before satisfy ing  them ­
selves. Ind iv idua ls  may also ask spec ific  favours from th e ir 
ancestors through the leaders o f th e ir  descent groups.

A fa ,  the d e ity  worshipped by afa d iv in e rs , bokowo 
(s ing, boko ) has a somewhat ambiguous position in A n lo
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re lig ious  system. It is popu la rly  regarded as vodu rather than tr5  .
It appears d iv iners  themselves also regard it  as such a t least by t  

im p lica tio n  as evidenced in th e ir  greetings when the state o f the 
"vodu " (meaning the afa d e ity ) is asked. But afa d iffe rs  from vodu 
in some im portant respects. Uni ike  vodu it  is not a possession c u lt ,  
and its in tentions and wishes are revealed through sickness and 
d iv in a t io n . Besides i t  is through afa that the wishes o f a ll the other 
gods and supernatural beings are revea led . A lso each practis ing boko 
can both find  out and procure a cure fo r sickness and m isfortune w here­
as in both trp  and vodu these functions are the prerogatives o f the 
priests. Because o f these reasons and the h ig h ly  specia lised nature o f 
the d iv in a tio n  coupled w ith  the considerable respect accorded them, 
d iv ine rs  prefer to keep afa qu ite  apart from both vodu and tr$  .

A l l  the supernatural beings just enumerated inc lud ing  afa 
are capable o f sending dea th , sickness and o ther misfortunes on th e ir  
worshippers i f  neg lected  o r offended in any w a y . On the other hand 
th e ir  powers can be n eu tra lized  by w itches and sorcerers who may 
harm anyone regardless o f his devotion  to M aw u, tr3  ,' vo d u , the 
ancestors or a fa .

The A n lo  themselves gene ra lly  a ttr ib u te  death^ to these 
supernatural forces as w e ll as to w itc h c ra ft and sorcery, ra re ly  to 
natura l causes. Therefore soon a fte r funeral ceremonies are com pleted 
the re la tions o f the deceased approach a d iv in e r to find  out w h ich  o f 
these forces has caused dea th . Almost in va ria b ly  one or more o f them 
w i l l  be m entioned, w h ich  is just the answer the re la tives  themselves 
e xp e c t. It is o n ly  in the case o f a ve ry  o ld  man that it  is said Mawu

1 . L ife  expectancy in A n lo  is not great due probably to m a lnu trition  
and w idespread a lcoho lism . On a rough estimate it  averages 
about fo r ty - f iv e  to f i f ty  years fo r those who do not d ie  in ea rly  
ch ildhood w h ils t almost every mother before the com ple tion  o f 
her reproductive  a c t iv it ie s  experiences e ith e r a s t i l l  b irth  or the 
death o f an in fa n t. M oreover in the fish ing areas, drowning 
and o ther acciden ts  w ith  this occupation  are qu ite  common.
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has ca lle d  h im , the equ iva len t o f a natural dea th .

Y e t fidn ing  the cause o f death is on ly  one o f the boko 's  
many functions w hich may be grouped under the fo llow ing  headings:

(a) To warn ind iv idua ls  and groups o f impending 
misfortunes and to prescribe remedies for p reven tion .

(b) To advise ind iv idua ls  and groups about possible 
actions w hich may a ffe c t prosperity or h e a lth .

(c) To g ive  explanations fo r misfortunes w hich have 
a lready occurred , such as fam ine, death or sickness.

(d) To find  w hich ancestor is re incarnated in a c h ild .

The fo llo w in g  is a sample o f cases witnessed one day in a 
d iv ine r's  house:-

1 . A  woman was to undergo a surgical operation and 
wanted to know whether i t  would be successful.

2 . A man brought a sick daughter to find  out what was 
troub ling  he r. He said treatm ent rece ived a t the 
government health centre fa ile d  to cure her.

3 . A  man who said he had been having bad dreams 
came to know the cause.

4 . A  woman whose prosperous business collapsed 
suddenly came to know why and to remedy the 
s itu a tio n .

To this lis t may be added a footnote tha t in A n lo  a large 
section o f the popu la tion  has s t i l l  not acqu ired any confidence in 
European tra ined m edical doctors and the hosp ita ls . It is s t i l l  common­
p lace for the sick to approach d iv iners fo r diagnosis and cu re . In such
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an environm ent the importance o f the d iv in e r is considerab le .

In a ll these cases the boko uses a complex system 
o f geomancy o f w hich there are two methods in current use. 
in one a rectangu la r wooden board is used. A fte r a lig h t greyish 
powder has been sprinkled on i t ,  the d iv in e r shuffles sixteen palm 
nuts by ra p id ly  passing them from one hand to the o the r, his aim 
being to have one or two nuts in one hand and 'the  rest in the other 
hand. This however is not always possible a fte r every sh u fflin g .
In any case i f  two nuts are le ft in one hand he marks one stroke, 
i f  one nut he marks two strokes in the powder on the board. I f  
none or more than two nuts are le ft in one hand a fte r the m ani­
pu la tion  then this is not ominous and the process is repeated t i l l  
o n ly  one or two nuts are le ft  a t a tim e . The process is com pleted 
when e igh t ominous results are ob ta ine d , marked on the board in 
two v e rtic a l columns o f four groups o f s ing le  or double strokes such 
as shown in the diagram b e lo w . This com bination o f strokes de te r­
mines the c lie n t 's  eta, message,or k p o li,  des tiny , w h ich are used 
in te rchangeab ly . This method is so complex and lengthy that it  
takes several minutes to obta in  the required ominous signs or strokes 
and is consequently not employed in o rd inary  cases o f consu lta tion .

In the less com plex one the d iv in e r uses gumaga, an 
instrument made o f e ig h t ha lf-pods o f the rare huku seed strung 
a t equal in te rva ls  on a cord about tw enty  inches in leng th . To 
cast the gumaga the d iv in e r holds the m iddle o f the cord to enable 
the seed to present two columns o f four groups on the m at. Each 
o f the h a lf  pods has concave and convex surfaces so tha t when 
the gumaga is thrown on the mat or flo o r the pattern presented by 
the surfaces determ ines the k p o l» or du_.

Two im portant a c tions , performed s im ultaneously, precede 
both processes o f  d iv in a tio n . The firs t is a prayer in somewhat un­
in te ll ig ib le  Yoruba and Ewe lasting about e igh t minutes in w h ich 
the names o f some famous d iv ine rs  are invoked and an appeal made
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to the ofa d e ity  to assist in revea ling  the tru th . W hiie  the prayer is being 
rec ited  the d iv in e r shuffles continuously an innum erable amount o f anticies 
w hich he has emptied on the floo r from his d iv in g  bag. Before these 
actions the c lie n t is expected to whisper his troubles on a co in  w h ich  ir 
then placed on the m at, for, proper procedure demands *ha< ihe c lie n t's  
in ten tion  fo r coming to afa he kept secrei from the d iv in e r before the 
kpol? is revea led .

There are sixteen possible p rin c ip a l k pol ? wo (p i .) resu lting from 
the diagram o f strokes each o f w h ich may be a p p lica b le  a t a tim e . They 
are arranged accord ing to sen io rity  as:

(1) D ZO N G B E (2) Y E K U -M E D ZI (3) W O U -M E D Z i (4) D I-M E D Z I
1 1 11 11 11 11 1 1
1 1 11 11 1 1 11 11
1 1 11 11 1 1 11 11
1 1 11 11 11 11 1 1

(5) LO S O -M E D ZI (6) D i­■MEDZI (7) A B LA -M E D ZI (B) AKLA -M ED ZI
1 1 l l 11 1 1 11 11
1 1 11 11 11 11 11 11

11 11 1 1 11 11 11 11
11 11 1 1 11 11 1 1

(9) G U D A -M E D Z I (10) SA -M E D ZI ( I I ) K A -M E D Z I (12) TRUKPE- MEDZI
1 1 1 11 11 11 11 11 11
1 1 1 1 1 1 11 11
1 1 1 1 11 11 1 1

11 11 1 1 11 11 11 11

1 . The contents o f a d iv in in g  bag inc lude  almost every th ing  the d iv in e r can 
lay hands on and may number nearly  a thousand a r t ic le s . Im portant items 
dre cow rie  she lls , co ins, paim nuts, beads, skulls o f small anim als a ll o f 
w h ich  are used in the process o f vpdz ibab la  described be low .
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0 3 ) TULA -M E D ZI (14) LETE -M E D ZI (15) TSYE -M E D ZI (16) FU-■MEDZ
1 1 1 1 1 1 11 11

11 11 1 1 11 11 1 1
1 T 11 11 1 1 11 11
1 1 1 1 11 11 1 1

It w i l l  be seen that a ll but one o f the sixteen p rin c ip a l kp o liw o  have 
the su ffix  medzi (which means two in Yoruba) because in each case the number 
and order o f the strokes in both columns are id e n t ic a l.  In other words each 
o f the sixteen kp o liw o  is a com bination  o f two id e n tica l colum ns. N o  c lea r 
exp lana tion  has been given fo r the absence o f the su ffix  in the case o f 
Dzongbe. Informants on ly  said tha t s tr ic t ly  speaking it  is also a medz? but 
as the c h ie f o f a l l the kp o liw o  ?t is not necessary to repeat its id e n tica l 
co m b in a tio n .

Each o f the sixteen p rin c ip a l kpol iwo can be combined w ith  others 
to form various permutations o f o rd ina ry  k p o liw o . That is, one column o f 
kpol? Dzongbe for instance can be combined w ith  one side o f any o f the 
o ther fifte e n  k poliwo and v ice  versa to form o ther kpol iw o . Thus we may 
have for example k p o l? loso -  guda w hich  is a com bination o f kp o li loso 
and k p o ii guda. Such a k p o l? w i l l  be represented in terms o f strokes 
as ;- ] 1

1 1
1 11

11 11

It w i l l  be seen tha t in the strokes for loso-guda the strokes fo r loso are on 
the r ig h t and guda on the le f t .  This is because in every com bination the 
d iv in e r reads from righ t to le f t .  That is, i f  loso were on the le ft and guda 
on the righ t we shall have a d iffe re n t kpol? a ltoge th e r w h ich w i l l  be known

1 . This order o f the figures corresponds e xa c tly  to Bascom's fo r the Y o ru ­
ba but d iffe rs  s lig h tly  from both Herskovits for the Dahom ey, and 
Fiawoo's obta ined from the same Ewe a rea . See Bascom 1966, p .428, 
Herskovits, 1938, V o l . I I ,  p .210 and Fiawoo, 1958, p . 69.
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as guda -  ioso represenred in strokes as:-

1 1
I 1

n  i
n  n

In this way we have a t least 256 d iffe re n t kp^ fiw o  being com binations 
o f the sixteen major k p o liw o w ith  each o the r. But the o rd inary 
kp o liw o  have not the su ffix  medzi because the ir columns have no 
id en tica l number or order o f strokes.

Each p rin c ip a l and ord inary k p o li has proverbs, verses, 
p ith y  sayings and a number o f anecdotes cast in a vague way to 
exp la in  i t .  These proverbs, verses e tc . ,  cover a number o f c o n tin ­
gencies such as dea th , sickness, w ea lth  or m arriage. The anecdotes 
as the d iv in e r always emphasises a ll come from Yoruba m ythology 
centred a t lie  Ife , the crad le  o f a l l  Yoruba and indeed o f a ll men, 
accord ing to the Yoruba. Thus the d iv in e r introduces his narration 
by the phrase, "Le efe mea . .  " That is, "In Ife o f o ld  . . .
There are also a number o f taboos usually o f food associated w ith  
the a rtic le s  in the verses and anecdotes.

The determ ination  o f the k p o l? and its anecdotes, proverbs, 
e tc . ,  is on ly  a firs t step in the process o f A fa geom ancy. It is 
fu rther necessary to know whether the Jkpoj_[ carries a good or bad 
omen for the c lie n t .  This is determ ined by vod z ib a b la . The d iv in e r 
gives a nut and a coin or cow rie  to the c lie n t to ho ld  in his hands 
separately and a t random. By throw ing the gumaga two times he is 
able to determ ine w hich o f the a rtic le s  is om inous. The nut carries 
bad omen w h ile  the coin and the cow rie  she ll,a  good omen. A bad 
omen means that disaster is lik e ly  to fo llo w  i f  sacrifice  is not made 
to offset the impending danger w 'hile a good omen on the o ther hand 
portends good fortune but on ly  i f  va lid a te d  by s a c r if ic e . S acrifice  
accompanies every com pleted process o f afa d iv in a tio n  whether the
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omen is good or n o t. The type o f sac rifice  to be performed in each 
case is determ ined by the kpol?, the nature o f the omen, the re levant 
verses and the in te rp re ta tions o f the d iv in e r . Should a c lie n t fa il to 
perform sa c rifice  because he feels the omens are good he w i l l  face 
m isfortune instead. Kamasa, or d iv in a tio n  w ith o u t sa c rific in g  and its 
consequences are some o f the reasons w hich keep some people away 
from d iv in e rs , for sacrifices as w i l l  be shown la te r are sometimes very 
expensive and one w i l l  not know before consulting a d iv in e r whether 
or not an expensive sac rifice  w i l l  be demanded.

It has been shown that the anecdotes are cast in vague terms 
w h ich  reveal or forecast very l i t t le .  Precision and d e ta il may be 
obta ined by fu rthe r throw ing o f the gumaga or m anipu la tion  o f the nuts 
w h ich  may also invo lve  fu rther v o d z ib a b la . Leading questions are 
asked and the c lie n t may even be asked to say something about his 
l ife  h istory and experiences. For exam ple, kp o li Fumedzi is re la ted 
to pregnancy. If this is revealed the firs t question put to a female 
c lie n t o f c h ild  bearing age is, "A re you p regnan t? " If the answer 
is no she may be asked whether any o f her close re la tives  is pregnant. 
I f  the answer is again in the nega tive , the d iv in e r w i l l  then say the 
c lie n t w i l l  soon co n ce ive . I f  the omens are good sac rifice  should be 
performed to confirm  the safe d e live ry  the kpol? portents . If they are 
bad the pregnancy w i l l  bring m isfortune unless sa c rifice  for Fumedzi 
is perform ed. A male c lie n t on Fumedzi also faces s im ila r questions 
about his w ife  or female re la tive s .

As fa r as th is stage o f the procedure is concerned there 
appears to be some d iffe rence  between the A n lo  and o ther exponents 
o f the system. W h ile  among the Yoruba it  is the c lie n t who selects 
the su itab le  verse among the lis t o f verses narrated by the d iv in e r ,^  
the Ewe boko a fte r narra ting  the stories o f the c lie n t 's  kp o li selects 
what he considers to be the most appropria te  for his c l ie n t .  He is

1. Bascom, op.  c i t .  p . 43.
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guided in his cho ice  by such considerations as the com plexion o f 
his c lie n t ,  his w e ig h t, b u ild  and other physical tra its  as w e ll as 
o ther facts he is ab le  to s o lic it  from h im . In this respect the A n lo  
p rac tice  conforms substan tia lly  to that o f the Dahomey where 
"com plete frankness" between the d iv in e r and his c lie n t is 
demanded, 1 the on ly  d iffe rence  being that the A n lo  c lie n t does 
not reveal the nature o f his problem to the boko before the 
casting o f the gumaga and the determ ination o f the kpol? as is the 
case in Dahomey.

A fa  is both a d e ity  and a system o f d iv in a tio n . A c tu a lly  
it  is the d e ity  o f the system o f d iv in a tio n  that bears its name. How­
ever not a ll  its servants are d iv ine rs . A lthough both male and 
female may serve i t ,  on ly  male servants may be d iv iners and some 
o f the la tte r too do not practise i t  e ithe r because th e ir  economic 
a c tiv it ie s  do not a llo w  them or because they lack the s k ill for i t .

To become a d iv in e r one has to undergo an a pp ren tice ­
ship lasting a t least three months a fte r in it ia t io n .  This period may 
be extended to nearly  three years i f  the nov ice  is slow in mastering 
the techniques. During the period o f apprenticesh ip  the novice  
remains in his master's n o v itia te  t i l l  he is r itu a lly  outdoored. The 
apprenticeship w h ich  may cost about £100 in cash and goods involves 
memorizing a ll the figures and th e ir  verses, p ith y  sayings, proverbs 
and anecdotes as w e ll as th e ir  accom panying sacrifices and herbs.
The technique o f making a gumaga is also learned, fo r every 
practis ing boko must make his own gum aga.

Tra in ing in afa technique is compulsory for every male 
servant regardless o f his prospective occupa tio n . A lthough very 
successful d iv iners  liv e  so le ly  on income from d iv in a tio n , it  is 
usually not a fu ll tim e business and may be combined w ith  o ther
economic a c t iv it ie s .

1.  Herskovits, o p . c i t .  p . 216 .
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A fa  d iv ine rs  are organised in to  four sects: anago, dz isa , 
mayehoe or ze v i and atsyake . The anago d if fe r  from the other< 
in ce rta in  respects. W h ile  they are forb idden to indulge in any 
form o f sorcery or m ag ic , the others are c lose ly  connected w ith  
these p rac tices . And in the casting o f the gumaga the anago throw 
it  w ith  the m iddle handle fa llin g  towards the c lie n t w h ils t the 
others throw it  in the opposite d ire c tio n , that ts w ith  the handle 
fa llin g  towards the d iv in e r . The reading in both cases is however 
the same, from top to bottom and righ t to le f t .  But despite the ir 
d iffe rences the four sects cooperate in many ways such as dancing 
and drumming and ho ld ing  o f common in it ia t io n  a c t iv it ie s .

The p rin c ip a l officers^ fo r the sects a re :-

Anago Dzisa (M ayehoe, A tsyakc)

1 . Baba (O luaw o) 1 . O luaw o
2 . Dzogbana 2 . Dzogbana
3 . Ac[aba 3 . A^taba
4 . Selikpaw o 4 . Sel ikpawo
5 . O rd in a ry  d iv iners 5 . O rd in a ry  d iv iners

The Baba or O luaw o is the figure  head but the Dzogbana is 
the most im portant leader. It is lik e  having a soc ie ty  in w h ich the 
secretary 's powers carry greater w e igh t than the p resident's . In 
th is case the secretary w i l l  be the Dzogbana and the president, the 
Baba or O lu a w o . The Ac(aba assists the Dzogbana w h ile  the S e li-  
kpawo serves as a messenger, a position w hich carries great in fluence  
among d iv in e rs .

1 . Some o f these t it le s  are also found among the Y oruba. C la rke  
gives the fo llo w in g  h ie rarchy o f babalawo (d iv iners) w ith o u t 
g iv in g  th e ir  functions:

1 . O luaw o
2 . Akoda
3 . Aseda
4 . Araba
5 . O rd in a ry  baba law o.
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|t has a lready been mentioned how afa has become an 
A n lo  in s titu tio n , and in tegra ted in to  the tra d itio n a l re lig ious 
system. Today very few A n lo  apart from the bokowo know or 
c la im  that it  o rig ina ted  from Y oruba land. Among that section 
o f the population which consults the d iv in e rs , b e lie f in the 
e ffica cy  o f the system is almost com ple te . The ord inary  A n lo  
tra d itio n a l b e lie ve r has noth ing to com plain about it  even when 
a number o f the pred ictions and sacrifices fa il to m a te ria lise . 
Accord ing to th e ir b e lie f ,  the supernatural forces o f afa contro l 
a l l  the elements o f the procedure w hich others may ascribe to 
chance. The prayers preceding the d iv in a tio n , the boko claims 
and the c lie n t be lieves, he lp  to s o lic it  supernatural p a rtic ip a tio n  
in the process. It is fu rthe r be lieved  by both d iv in e r and c lie n t 
that the former's in it ia t io n  in to  the afa c u lt and the tra in ing  he 
has acquired a ll he lp  to put him in a special r itu a l co n d itio n , a 
re la tionsh ip  w ith  the sacred, w h ich  helps him d iv in e  w ith  super­
natural sanction . Another source o f confidence for the c lie n t 
derives from the anecdotes, verses, proverbs and the sayings 
which exp la in  the figu res. W ithou t exception  they re fer to 
legendary characters who approached A fa  w ith  s im ila r problems 
as the c lie n t ,  sacrificed  the things the d iv in e r now demands for 
s a c rif ic e , and prospered, the b e lie f being that since tha t legendary 
character succeeded by sa c rific in g  the very things now m entioned, 
the present c lie n t w i l l  also succeed by fo llo w in g  su it. This 
corresponds very  c lose ly  to Frazer's Law o f s im ila r ity  w h ich , 
despite Bascom's statements on the Yoruba to the co n tra ry , finds 
expression in many afa sacrifices in A n lo . Two sp e c ific  examples 
w i l l  su ffice . A  barren woman on Fu-medzi was asked to make, 
among others, an image o f a baby, carry i t  on her back in the way 
babies are ca rried  by mothers and then leave i t  under any tree in a 
flow ering  s ta te . A lso a c lie n t who was standing for an e le c tio n  was 
asked to tram ple his opponent's mud image under his fe e t. The 
im p lica tion  for the law o f s im ila r ity  in these actions is c le a r. By
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im ita tin g  a mother and coming in to  con tac t w ith  a fe r t ile  tree the 
c lie n t w i l l  also ach ieve  fe r t i l i t y  and even tua lly  become a m other. 
The second c lie n t a lso , accord ing to this b e lie f ,  w i l l  defeat his 
opponent a fte r beating him in the s a c r if ic e .

To return to the question o f confidence in d iv ine rs , the ir 
general behaviour may also be m entioned., Both as ind iv idua ls  and 
as a group th e ir  deportment is expected to be hbove suspicion and 
as they themselves always em phasize,the ir professional w h ite  a tt ire  
w h ich distinguishes them from others is meant to re fle c t th e ir  moral 
p u r ity . There are also a number o f taboos w hich  govern th e ir 
behaviour such as those fo rb idd ing  them to quarrel in pub lic  and to 
commit a d u lte ry . M oreover the know ledge disp layed in m em orizing 
hundreds o f verses, anecdotes and proverbs commends them very 
h ig h ly  to the o rd inary  A n lo  as men o f h igh in te lle c tu a l stand ing .
It has been suggested for instance that the amount o f energy, time 
and know ledge that goe?; to q u a lify  a person as d iv in e r may be  ̂
equ iva len t to i f  not greater than what one requires for a P h .D . 
W hatever the merits o f this c la im , the respect for these men in a 
fo lk  soc ie ty  must be considerab le .

it  must be m entioned once again that though th e ir 
p red ic tions do not always come true , as found in many o ther 
systems o f d iv in a tio n , fa ilu res  do noi result in any doubt about 
the competence or e ff ic ie n c y  of e ith e r the d iv in e r or the system 
as such. Explanations and a lib is  inc lud ing  inco rrec t procedures 
and the unha llow ed cond ition  o f the c l ie n t ,  are always provided 
to cover a ll short -com ings. Besides, a c lie n t who feels he fo llow ed  
a ll the instructions o f the d iv in e r and s t i l l  fa ile d  to get the desired 
result cannot be sure tha t noth ing has been ach ieved or tha t the 
adv ice  o f the d iv in e r was w rong. In the absence o f con tro lle d  
cond itions he cannot be ce rta in  that i f  he had refused to take the

1. O ttenberg and O ttenbe rg , p . 65.
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d iv ine r's  a d v ice , things would not have been worse.

These then are some o f the considerations w hich enthuse 
confidence in c lie n ts . To the outside observer and the no n -b e lie ve r 
however the patterns presented by the gumaga and the number o f nuts 
remaining in one hand a t a time during d iv in a tio n  are due to mere 
chance. "How could the throw ing o f nuts reveal, the unknow n?"
To these people therefore b e lie f  in such a system stems from e ith e r 
supersitition or the u n c r it ic a l minds o f c lien ts  and the members o f 
the society a t la rge . Today i t  is also the widespread b e lie f among 
manyr espec ia lly  C hris tians,tha t d iv iners  are frauds who use a ll sorts 
o f tr icke ry  to cheat th e ir  c lie n ts . In this regard reference is 
frequently  made to the many fa ilu res  d iv iners  encoun ter, w h ile  
obvious successes are exp la ined  in terms o f chance and co in c id e n ce .
It is qu ite  true that despite th e ir  professional codes o f conduct, un ­
scrupulous d iv iners sometimes ex is t whose behaviour is very  suspicious 
and who can therefore lend themselves very  eas ily  to charges o f fraud . 
Equally true is the fa c t tha t even among the usually respectable 
d iv iners doubts sometimes arise about the in te rp re ta tion  o f the figures 
as w e ll as the pred ictions and the prescribed remedies. These w eak­
nesses however do not a ffe c t the m a jo rity  o f them who are in general 
sincere ind iv idua ls  having fervent b e lie f in th e ir  procedures and pro­
fession. Few i f  any w i l l  a lways go out to cheat th e ir c lie n ts .

Yet there can be very  l i t t le  cheating unless the procedures 
o f the system its e lf makes this possible. U n fo rtuna te ly  afa is not 
a ltoge ther proof against fraud . Bascom mentions a number o f instances 
when this can be done among the Yoruba^ some o f w h ich app ly  to the 
A n lo  too . Let's take firs t the throw ing o f the gumaga. Perhaps this is 
the on ly  stage where cheating is not easy. The casting o f the chain is 
done in such a way that the d iv in e r cannot in fluence  its fa ll and the 
figures. It has also been no ticed  among the A n lo  (as Bascom d id  among

1 . Op.  cit. p .50.
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the Yoruba) that in some gumaga the seeds are jo ined by rather 
in fle x ib le  cords w hich enable certa in  figures to show more frequen tly  
than others. This is no cheating as such. The weakness here derives 
sim ply from the d iv in e r's  in a b il ity  to make a good gumaga for h im self 
M oreover as an inform ant c la im ed , even in an in f le x ib le  cord afa 
w i l l  in fluence  the f a l l 1.

It is easier to con tro l the figures derived from shu ffling  
the palm nuts since on ly  the d iv in e r can determ ine when it  is time 
to stop and check the number o f nuts rem aining in each hand. Thus 
a d iv in e r in te n t on cheating could continue shu ffling  u n til the 
desired number o f nuts remains in one hand, repeating this tr ic k  
through the w hole process. Y et it  has been found from experience 
and close observation tha t on ly  a very  c leve r d iv in e r can dishonestly 
m anipulate the nuts w ith o u t incurring  the suspicion o f his c l ie n t .
In any case this method is never used in ord inary  d iv in a tio n  but on ly  
on special occasions when cheating w i l l  not b ene fit the d iv in e r in 
any w a y .

It is when re c itin g  the verses that the d iv in e r can easily  
fa ls ify  by sim ply inven ting  verses to suit the c lie n t's  circumstances 
i f  he surmises them . Perhaps the on ly  safeguard against th is is the 
fear tha t the suspicious c lie n t may ask another d iv in e r to  re ­
in te rp re t the figures for h im .

S acrifice  is another vu lne rab le  aspect. A lthough the 
s a c rifice  fo r the various kpo liw o  is determ ined by the a p p lica b le  
verse, there is no fixed  number or qu a n tity  o f s a c r if ic ia l objects 
in each case. Undoubtedly this gives the best oppo rtun ity  to the 
d iv in e r to cheat i f  he wishes to . A ccord ing  to in form arts afa 
sac rifice  is f le x ib le  enough to meet the pockets o f every c l ie n t .
It is c la im ed that i f  the k p o l? demands sheep for sa c rifice  the 
d iv in e r  can ask a poor c lie n t to buy a piece o f mutton from a

1. Ib id .
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butcher instead o f slaughtering a whole sheep. Yet few d iv iners  are 
considerate enough to a llo w  th is . This is understandable in v iew  p f  
the fact that the destina tion  o f a ll s a c r if ic ia l objects a fte r necessary 
rites are perform ed, is the d iv in e r's  pot and k itc h e n .

In his study among the Yoruba ,C la rke  suggests that the 
d iv in e r uses te lepa thy  through w hich h6  knows consciously or 
unconsciously w hat the enqu ire r has whispered ^  on the c o in .
Since this fie ldw o rk  was lim ite d  to the Ewe area there is no d ire c t 
evidence to con trovert the position o f someone who studied among 
the Yoruba. As far as the Ewe are concerned, te lepa thy  as an 
in tegra l part o f afa d iv in a tio n  is to ta lly  ruled o u t, and for what is 
known o f the Yoruba system both from the lite ra tu re  and from 
observation o f Yoruba babalawo in G hana, it  can o n ly  be said that 
most o f its procedures do not d if fe r  s ig n if ic a n tly  from the Ewe system. 
A more persuasive exp lana tion  may be empathy the acceptance o f 
w h ich , how ever, lik e  te le p a th y , w ould render a ll  the complex 
processes invo lved  unnecessary, for i t  w ou ld  mean that the figures 
and the verses are o n ly  used to bamboozle the c lie n t ,  a contention  
no one who has c lose ly  studied the systems in ac tion  w i l l  a cce p t.
On the o ther hand on ly  a b e lie f  in the e ff ic a c y  o f the afa d e ity  can 
change what is o v e rtly  a chance operation in to  a v e rita b le  method 
o f knowing the unknown.

REFERENCES

Bascom, W .R . 1941 “ The Sanctions o f Ifa D iv in a t io n " ,  Journal
o f the Royal A n th ropo log i cal In s titu te ,
V o l.  71 .

1. Op. c i t .  p .251 .



ARTICLES 26.

C la rke , J .D .  1939, "A fa  D iv in a t io n " ,  Journal o f the Royal
A n th ropo log ica l In s titu te , V o l . 69.

Fiawoo, D . K . 1958, "The In fluence o f Contemporary Social
Changes on the M ag ico -R e lig ious Concepts 
and O rgan iza tion  o f the Southern Ewe- 
speaking People o f G h a n a ". Unpublished 
Ph . D . Thesis, Edinburg U n ive rs ity .

Herskovits, M .J .  1938, Dahomey, an A nc ien t West A fr ica n  Kingdom
(2 V o ls .)  N ew  Y o rk .

M o rto n -W ii liam s, P. Bascom, W .R . and M cL e lla n d , E .M . 1966
"Two Studies o f Ifa D iv in a t io n " ,  A fr ic a ,
Vo 1.36 .

O ttenberg  and O ttenbe rg , 1 960 -  Cultures and Societies o f A fr ic a  .



(S )® ©®

This work is licensed under a 
Creative Commons
Attribution -  Noncommercial - NoDerivs 4.0 License.

To view a copy of the license please see: 
http://creativecommons.Org/licenses/bv-nc-nd/4.0/

This is a download from the BLDS Digital Library on OpenDocs
http://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/

i f ^ i Institute of 
Development Studies

http://creativecommons.Org/licenses/bv-nc-nd/4.0/
http://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/

