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Abstract 
Therianthropy is a phenomenon that has been observed 

in different parts of the world. In some cases, it exists as 

a mythology and at other cases it exists in the form of 

magic; at some other times, it is understood as a reality. 

However, within the context of Africa, the idea of shape-

shifting goes beyond magic and mythology. It is neither 

a myth nor a magic. It is real. This piece focused on the 

idea of therianthropy from the Igbo perspective- to see 

how it might have emerged in the Igbo traditional 

society and evolved until this time. This research is 

significant to the understanding of African Traditional 

Religion in general given than the Igbo are the largest 

ethnic group of southeastern Nigerian with very strong 

religious organizations that have sustained and shaped 

her worldview for centuries. An understanding of this 

dimension of the Igbo religion, would, therefore, open 

up new vistas in the study of traditional religion in 

Africa. This piece responded to questions such as: How 

is therianthropy practiced among the Igbo? Was it just 

a social practice or a religious practice? Is there any 

connection between Igbo therianthropy and witchcraft? 

Can Igbo therianthropy be understood as totemism? 

What is the philosophy behind Igbo therianthropy? This 

work discovered that Igbo therianthropy occupies a 

fundamental place in Igbo traditional religion. Even 

though it has social implications, it is fundamentally a 

religious practice. For the purpose of this study, the 

phenomenological method of inquiry was employed in 

the collection of data, and the hermeneutic method of 

inquiry was patronized for the purpose of the 

interpretation of the data collected. The culture area 

approach in the study of religion was used, given that 
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this study is limited to the Igbo speaking people of 

Eastern Nigeria. 

 

 

Introduction  

A cursory glance at the historical evolution of humankind reveals that there have been 

several narrations of the human ability to shift from one form of being to another, 

precisely from the human form to the form of a lower animal. Within the context of 

western anthropology, several folklores point to the possibility of the existence of this 

alteration of physical appearance from the form of the human being to that of an 

animal. Very common is the shape-shifting of a human person into the form of a wolf 

often referred to as lycanthropy. Another form of this substantial alteration is the 

change of form from that of a human person to that of a dog, called cynanthropy or the 

transformation of a human being into a cat known as ailuranthropy.  Cynanthropy was 

common among the Chinese in the 20th century as studies reveals stories of the 

alteration of physical appearance from the form of a human being to that of a dog, and 

also dogs becoming people or the practice of sexual relationships between the two1. 

Ancient Greeks had mythological beings who were able to alternate between dog form 

and human form, or who possessed combined dog and human anatomical features at 

the same time. European folklore also has record of stories of werecats who could 

metamorphose into panthers or domestic cats of an enlarged size2. The native 

Americans had legends referred to as ‘skin-walkers’, who were people endowed with 

the supernatural ability to turn into any animal they desire. To do so, however, they 

first must wear a pelt of the specific animal. This, however, were mostly understood 

as magic.  

In Africa, the idea of shape-shifting goes beyond magic and mythology. It is neither a 

myth nor a magic. It is real. This piece would be focusing on the idea of therianthropy 

from the Igbo-African background. This research would be responding to questions 

such as: How is therianthropy practiced among the Igbo? Was it just a social practice 

or a religious practice? Is there any connection between Igbo therianthropy and 

witchcraft? Can Igbo therianthropy be understood as totemism? What is the 

philosophy behind Igbo therianthropy? For the purpose of this study, the 

phenomenological method of inquiry would be employed in the collection of data, and 

the hermeneutic method of inquiry would be used for the purpose of the interpretation 

of the data collected. The culture area approach in the study of religion would be 

adopted, given that this study is limited to the Igbo speaking people of Eastern Nigeria. 

 
1 De Groot, J.J.M.,The Religious System of China: Volume IV. Leiden: Brill. 1991, p. 184. 
2 Greene, Rosalyn, The Magic of Shapeshifting. Weiser. 2000, p. 9. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_Wheel_Weiser_Conari
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However, before venturing into the understanding of Igbo therianthropy, a question 

looming at the horizon is ‘who are the Igbo people of Eastern Nigeria?’ 

 

The Igbo People of Eastern Nigeria 

A fundamental step in our study of Igbo therianthropy is the identification of the 

spazio-cultural horizon of the Igbo cultural space. By way of definition, “Igbo” is both 

a language and the name of an ethnic group or tribe in Nigeria. There is however an 

etymological and lexical complexity surrounding the meaning of the term ‘Igbo’3. The 

difficulty of arriving at a precise etymological and semantic clarity of the word “Igbo” 

has its trace in the unprecise nature of the history of the Igbo people4. As regards the 

territorial identity of the Igbo, Uzozie observes that “To date, there is no agreement 

among ethnographers, missionaries, anthropologists, historians, geographers and 

politicians on the definition and geographical limits of territory”5. However, the Igbo 

people are a single people even though fragmented and scattered, inhabiting a 

geographical area stretching from Benin to Igala and Cross River to Niger Delta. They 

speak the same language which gradually developed various dialects but understood 

among all the groups. Their cultural patterns are closely related, based on similar cults 

and social institutions; they believe in a common Supreme Being known as Chukwu 

or Chineke.  

Two theories have emerged in response to the question of the origin of the Igbo. There 

is, the Northern Centre Theory which posits that the Igbo migrated from five northern 

areas, namely: the Semetic Centre of the Near and Far East, the Hermatic Centre 

around Egypt and Northern Africa, the Western Sahara, the Chadian Centre and the 

Nok Centre. The second historical hypothesis is the Centre Theory of Igbo Heartland. 

The early migrations of the proto-Igbo originated from the areas termed as the Igbo 

heartland, such as: Owerri, Okigwe, Orlu and Awka divisions6.  

 
3 Onuh, C., Christianity and the Igbo rites of passage: The prospects of inculturation. 
Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1991. 
4Ekwuru, E., The pangs of African culture in traivail. Owerri: Totan, 1999. Cf. Afigbo, E. 
A., Towards a history of the Igbo-Speaking people of Nigeria.  In F. C. Ogbalu and E. 
N. Emenanjo (Eds.). Igbo Language and culture (pp. 11-27). Ibadan: Heineman. Cf. 
Afigbo, E. A., Prolegomena to the study of the culture history of the Igbo-speaking 
peoples of Nigeria. In F. C. Ogbalu and E. N. Emenanjo (Eds.). Language and culture 
(pp. 28-53). Ibadan: Heineman. Cf. Isichei, E. (1976). A history of the Igbo people. 
London: Macmillan, 1975. 
5 Onuh, C., Christianity and the Igbo rites of passage: The prospects of inculturation. 
Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1991, p. 4. 
6 Onwuejeogwu, M. A., Evolutionary trends in the history of the development of the Igbo 
civilization in the culture theatre of Igbo land in Southern Nigeria. A paper Presented 
during the Ohiajioku Lecture, Owerri, 1987. 
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Geographically speaking, Igbo land is located in the South Eastern region of what is 

known as Nigeria. The southern part of Nigeria exhibits a wide variety of 

topographical features. As a culture area, it is made up of Enugu, Anambra, Imo, Abia 

and parts of the Delta, Cross River, Akwa Ibom and Rivers States of Nigeria7. In its 

status as an ethnic group, the Igbo share common boundaries with other ethnic groups: 

eastward, the Yakos and Ibibios; westwards, with the Binis and the Isokos, Warri; 

northward, with the Igalas, Idomas, and the Tivs, and southward, the Ijaws and 

Ogonis8.  

Socio-politically, the Igbo have distinguished themselves with a socio-political 

structure which has been qualified as republican. They are divided into clans, and each 

clan is made up of towns; each town is comprised of villages. The village is the primary 

social unit constituted of families or kindred. The family is the nucleus of society. 

Politically, the lineage system is the matrix of the social units or organization and 

provides grounds for political and religious structures. The traditional concepts of 

political power and authority is structured and determined by their concept of umunna 

and the membership of the association based on elaborate title system. Economically, 

the traditional Igbo people were sedentary agriculturists9. 

 

Therianthropy among the Igbo 

The concept ‘therianthropy’ is taken from two Greek words theríon, which means 

‘wild animal’ or ‘beast’, and anthrōpos, which means ‘human being’. The concept 

appeared in 1901 when it was used to refer to animal transformation folklore of Europe 

through the process of shape-shifting. An alternative concept for therianthropy is 

Zoanthropy10. Beyond its etymological meaning, it was employed to describe spiritual 

beliefs in animal transformation in a 1915 Japanese publication11. However, the 

concept might have been in use since the 16th century12. Beyond the 16th century, there 

were already indices of therianthropy in ancient mythologies and cave drawings.  

 
7 Njoku, E. E., The Igbos of Nigeria: Ancient rites, changes and survival. New York: Edwin 
Mellen, 1990. 
8 Uchendu, V. C., The Igbos of South East Nigeria. London: Rinehart and Winston, 1965. 
9 Aligwekwe, P. E., The continuity of African traditional values in the African society: 
The Igbo of Nigeria. Enugu: Snaap, 1991. 
10 Guiley, R.E., The Encyclopedia of Vampires, Werewolves & Other Monsters. New York: 
Facts on File. 2005, p. 192 
11 Brinkley, Frank; Dairoku Kikuchi,  A History of the Japanese People from the Earliest Times 
to the End of the Meiji Era. The Encyclopædia Britannica Co. therianthropy, 1915. 
12 Ramsland, Katherine, The Human Predator: A Historical Chronicle of Serial Murder and 
Forensic Investigation. Berkley Hardcover, 2005. 

https://archive.org/details/encyclopediaofva0000guil/page/192
https://archive.org/details/encyclopediaofva0000guil/page/192
https://archive.org/details/bub_gb_NnsEAAAAMAAJ
https://archive.org/details/bub_gb_NnsEAAAAMAAJ
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A fundamental concept in understanding therianthropy is ‘shape-shifting’. While 

therianthropy is the entire process, shape-shifting is the means of the process. Thus, 

the concept shape-shifting would be used very often during the course of this research 

to describe the means of the process of therianthropy. 

In Igbo language, therianthropy is called Ihi Anu or Iyi Anu (to take the form of an 

animal) or mmadu igho anumanu (a human being becoming an animal). Therianthropy 

within the Igbo context focuses on the practice of shape-shifting among the Igbo 

people of Eastern Nigeria. It is about therianthropy as practiced by the Igbo and 

understood within the categories common to the Igbo worldview and how such a 

worldview has shaped this practice. Among the Igbo, therianthropy is fundamentally 

a religious practice rather than a social reality- not minding its social implications. The 

Igbo worldview that is communal in character also has its imprint on Igbo 

therianthropy in the sense that it is more of a communal affair, a religious practice 

identified with a clan rather than an individual.  

There are two major ways through which people shaped-shifted in Igbo traditional 

society: 

1. Igbo therianthropy could begin with an initiation into the fold during which a 

person is possessed by the spirit that makes shape-shifting possible. This can 

happen during a person’s childhood or when the person becomes an adult. In 

most cases, since it is a family thing, once a child is born he is presented to the 

spirit of Ihi Anu for the bestowal of the spirit of therianthropy. For such persons 

who have been initiated, they are able to engage in some kind of astral travel in 

which their spirit leaves their body while sleeping and takes the form of an 

animal and roam the streets or bush paths. 

2. The second type has got to do with the introduction of the initiate to the 

substances and the incantations that make shape-shifting possible. In this case, 

the person keeps the substance and takes it while doing the necessary 

incantations when he wants to shape-shift. In this case, the person does not need 

to sleep before he can change form.  

 

The Communal Character of Igbo Therianthropy 

A basic feature of therianthropy among the Igbo speaking people of Eastern Nigeria is 

that participation is majorly through belonging to a cult or a particular clan or kindred 

that their ancestors have been in the art of therianthropy, and so it becomes a kind of 

a heritage or a tradition handed down from one generation to the next. As young people 

became of age, they were introduced through initiation rites into the world of shape-

shifting. The shrine from which the gift of shape-shifting was gotten was a family 

shrine in which dwelt a spirit that the family or umunna worshipped. During this 

initiation, the spirit from the shrine possesses the new initiate and gives him the power 
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to change form. From among the clan, there is always a person who serves the spirits 

that facilitate the art of shape-shifting among the people. Such a person presides at 

sacrifices and the renewal of the people’s commitment to the spirit force. It is also 

such a person that serves as the custodian of the liturgy, taboos and laws of the spirit 

force.  

Still within the context of the clan or kindred, there are times when the gift of 

therianthropy is obtained through reincarnation. For instance, if an ancestor who was 

well known with therianthropy reincarnates in a member of the kindred or clan, the 

person automatically becomes possessed with the ability to shape-shift from the 

human form to that of the particular animal that the ancestor was used to shape-shifting 

into. This is not to say that there are no other ways through which a person can become 

a therianthropist. One can acquire the ability to shape-shift through worshipping the 

spirit force that gives the ability to shape-shift or eating the substance and incantations 

that give that power. This notwithstanding, the major way through which a person 

becomes one is by belonging to the clan or kindred where it is a common religious 

practice.  

 

Therianthropy and the Institution of an Oda 

Therianthropy, specifically among the Igbo people of Arondizuogu, begins with the 

institution of an Oda, which is a physical symbolization of the spirit force that gives 

the power for human beings to shape-shift from one form to another. The Oda belongs 

to the category of Arusi in Igbo traditional religion, which is are variety of spirit forces 

worshipped in Igbo traditional religion for the realization of a particular purpose. Thus, 

there were different types of Arusi, and Oda was a kind of its own for the purpose of 

bestowing the gift of shape-shifting. This explains why when a male child is born he 

is presented at this Arusi by the community so that the spirit in the Oda would bestow 

on the child the gift of shape-shifting. 

The kind of form realized at the end of the process of shape-shifting determines the 

full name of the oda. For instance, if the Oda helps in shape-shifting to a leopard it is 

called Oda Agu (the oda of a leopard) in Igbo; if it helps in shape-shifting into a dog, 

it is called oda nkita (the oda of a dog). There are also other times that an Oda can aid 

transformation into different other types of forms even though it bears a particular 

name like oda agu (the oda of a leopard). In this case, the name comes from the 

predominant shape-shifting the spirit force is known for.  

An oda is instituted with a combination of various elements: first, after a sacrifice has 

been offered and buried in the ground where it is intended that the Oda would be, sand 

is heaped in the form of an ant hill, which is covered at the top with a pot to protect 

the heaped sand from being affected by rain. The outside of the heaped sand is 

decorated with the colour of the animal that the particular people shape-shift into. In a 
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case where the people shape-shift into all kinds of animals, they decorate the outside 

of the oda with the most predominant animal that they shape-shift into or the one that 

sends the signal that it desired. For instance, among the people of Ndiakuwanta in 

Arondizuogu, Imo State, an oda that was used by a particular kindred was decorated 

with the colours of a leopard (agu)- and in an instance of this kind, the oda takes its 

name after the colour of the animal that is used to decorate it- thus the oda was called 

Oda Agu- the Oda of a Leopard. After the institution, the taboos of the Oda were spelt 

out to the members of the clan, which was also handed down from one generation to 

another. A well known taboo associated with an Oda, for instance, that of a leopard 

was that the person who has changed form cannot eat the animal that he has killed. To 

eat it would mean the end of the life of the person.  

The oda got its power from the process of its 

institution. It doesn’t happen that once you pile up 

sand and place a pot on it that it begins to exert power. 

There are powers buried under the earth, and the power 

came from the sacrifice made, either human or animal 

sacrifice. It was always instituted by a dibia (a 

medicine man) who is able to conjure spirits through 

several sacrifices to so as to help perform this 

particular shape-shifting when invoked. Thus, the 

process of shape-shifting begins from the shrine where 

the oda was kept and where the spirit or spirits are 

invoked that such a physical transformation may be 

possible.           Plate 1: Oda Agu (An Oda of a leopard) 

The above oda was designed from the images presented by Emmanuel Nwafor Kanu, 

Okoli Okeke Nnabugwu and Unegbu Sylvester Okechukwu during the researcher’s 

interview with them about the Oda of a leopard that was venerated in Ndiakwuwanta 

Ochie Uno of Arondizuogu- Instituted by their putative ancestor and handed on from 

one generation to the next until the 1960s. The choice of the name Oda Agu is on 

purpose. The idea of Agu (Leopard) creates an aura of fear and respect as Agu is a 

strong animal that eats other animals without being eaten by any. It is an animal that 

symbolizes courage, tact, determination, vision.  

 

The Renewal of the Oda 

The institution of the Oda implied that a shrine has been built. Among the Igbo-

African people, a shrine is not built and abandoned. It goes beyond what is physically 

present to include the presence of a spiritual force that human beings have come into 

an agreement with for the performance of a particular function. The relationship 

between the particular people or person and the spirit force will have to be renewed at 
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specified times or time of the year. The quality of the renewal of this agreement or 

relationship reflects in the quality of the efficacy or what the spirit force is able to do 

for the person or persons. This explains why at particular times, the person or persons 

who have instituted an Oda will have to offer sacrifices for the purpose of 

strengthening and sustaining its efficacy.  

The time for the renewal of the Oda is always a great celebration, usually accompanied 

with cooking of food with the meat sacrificed to the spirit force. Thus, there is a lot of 

eating and drinking during this ceremony. This celebration was well prepared for and 

everyone usually sees it coming as the shrine would be well decorated. Usually a 

woman would clean up the shrine and use charcoal, as in the case of the Oda of a 

Leopard, to repaint the Oda.  After painting it with charcoal, she would use Nzu (while 

chalk) to spot the Oda.  

 

Popular Animals in Igbo Therianthropy and Risk of Death 

In Igbo therianthropy, there are common animals that are associated with shape-

shifting. These animals include: 

No.  Image of Animal Description 

1. 

 
Plate 2: A Leopard (Agu) 

 

When people turn into a leopard it is 

usually to revenge a harm caused one by 

another person or an enemy. Not 

necessarily to kill the person but to cause 

the person fear as a form of warning. 

Because of the association of Igbo 

therianthropy with the leopard, the Igbo 

have a saying that ‘a hunter does not kill a 

leopard’. The reason is that a leopard may 

turn out to be a human being after being 

killed.   

 

2. 

 
Plate 3: A Goat (Ewu) 

 

There are times when persons shape-shift 

into goats so as to eat up the crop of a 

prosperous farmer. This is usually done 

out of jealousy, but could also be a way of 

revenging a wrong done. This explains 

why when some farmers see goats on their 

farm at odd times of the day, they do not 

exclude the possibility of the attack of 

enemies.  
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3. 

 
Plate 4: A cat 

 

The cat is used to attack the animal farm 

of an enemy. For instance, an enemy could 

become a cat so as to attack the poultry 

farm of a prosperous farmer. Such could 

be suspected when a poultry farmer wakes 

up and discovers that his or her chickens 

are all dead without any suspected illness.  

 

4.  

 
Plate 5: A dog (Nkita) 

 

Shape-shifting into a dog is also 

patronized when it is necessary to attack 

an enemy. This attack could be on the 

person or on his animal farm. 

Therianthropists could also turn into dogs 

and attack the goat of an enemy. 

 

 

5. 

 
Plate 6: An Owl (Okwikwii) 

 

 

The form of an owl is one that many 

witches shape-shift into at night and 

through which they carry out their wicked 

activities. Thus, the visit of an owl to the 

compound of a traditional Igbo is not 

taken lightly. On some occasions 

questions are asked to find out what such 

a visit implies.  

 

6. 

 
Plate 7: A pig (Ezi) 

 

Therianthropists shape-shift into pigs on 

some occasions to destroy the farm of an 

enemy or a prosperous farmer. This can be 

done out of jealousy or revenging a wrong 

that has been done.  

 

 

The fact that the forms of these animals emerged through the power of a spirit force 

does not in any way mean that they were entirely safe or without risks in the jungle. 

They always made every effort to escape the sight of hunters. Even though some 
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hunters that carry charms are able to identity such animals as human beings in animal 

form, and so do not shoot at them. However, there are times when these animals are 

shot by hunters, and if they die the person who has shape-shifted dies at home and if 

the animal was injured the person sustains the same injury at home.  

 

Witchcraft and Ihi Anu 

What is the relationship between witchcraft and therianthropy? To understand this 

relationship, there is need to have a clear concept of what witchcraft is. Withcraft is 

both a religion and a craft13. It consists in magic, sorcery, augury, divination, 

necromancy, fortune-telling, clairvoyance, etc. “It is a psychic act through which 

socially disapproved supernatural techniques influence events”14. It is described as 

psychic and supernatural because, their activities take place in a fantasy realm, which 

is intangible and beyond empirical verification15. A person becomes a witch by eating 

a witchcraft substance after which the witch compulsively engages in an astral travel 

with a mission to destroy16. One can also be a witch by marrying from a family of 

witches.  

At night, the spirits of witches can leave them to go and bite their victim or cause him 

or her harm. At night, some of them can turn into any kind of animal, like a lion to 

visit their enemies. They can turn into goats or pigs to destroy an enemy’s farm. At 

the heart of all these is jealousy or tension between neighbours and even family 

members. Witchcraft, thus, becomes a way to revenge or to humiliate the other person 

who has been tagged the enemy17.       

From the foregoing, one can argue that therianthropy can be counted as a form of 

witchcraft. This is further confirmed by witchcraft and demonology accounts. As 

already seen, a person becomes a witch through belonging to a family of witches or 

eating some substance or marrying from the family of witches. This is also the case 

with persons who engage in shape-shifting. If one belongs to a family where 

therianthropy is practiced, then it becomes easier for a person to shape-shift from one 

form to another. On the occasion when people engage into it, there is always a 

substance that is consumed alongside the sacrifices that would be performed. In Igbo 

 
13 Okpalike, C. J. B., Witchcraft. Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka, M. A Disertation, 
Department of Religion and Human Relations, 2012. 
14 Offiong, D. A., Witchcraft, sorcery, magic and social order among the Ibibio of Nigeria. 
Nigeria: Fourth Dimension, 1991, p. 78. 
15 Nadel, S. F., Witchcraft in four African communities: An Essay in Comparsim. 
American Anthropologist. 1952, 54. 18-29. 
16 Arazu, R. C., Man know thyself. Enugu: SNAAP, 2003. 
17 Kanu I. A. A hermeneutic approach to African traditional religion, theology and 
philosophy. Augustinian publications, Jos, 2015. 



 

Page 61  JHSS Vol. 20 (6) 2022 ISSN – 3473-8749 

 
 

Journal of Innovative Social Science & Humanities Res. JISSHR2022 [3473-8749] Vol.22 

traditional societies, therianthropy among the families that practice it is considered a 

religion just as witchcraft is. 

 

Totemism and Ihi Anu 

Totemism is a system of belief in which human beings are understood as having 

kinship or mystical relationships with a spirit being, such as an animal. In such a case, 

these animals are considered sacred because of their relationship with spirit beings and 

in some cases a symbol of the people. Examples of such animals include: Python- Eke 

called Nne anyi (our mother) when it visits homes. It is a symbol of ancestral spirits18; 

tortoise- Mbekwu often considered a religious mystical symbol of wisdom and 

discernment; the vulture- Udene which a mystical religious symbol of the spirits; in 

fact, it is a ritual consumer of the spirits, and Parrot- Icho-Oku which is a mystical 

symbol of sight and proclamation19. 

The question looming at the horizon here is: is there a relationship between totemism 

and therianthropy? While one does not necessarily include the other, the other might 

be difficult to be understood outside of the other. This is clear from the understanding 

that therianthropy is the ability to shape-shift into the form of an animal while 

totemism is about human beings having kingship and mystical relationships with 

animal spirit beings. From the foregoing, it can be said that while therianthropy 

necessarily involves totemism, totemism does not necessarily involve therianthropy. 

If you can turn into an animal you necessarily have a mystical relationship with that 

animal, which is totemism. But just because someone has a mystical relationship with 

an animal doesn't mean they can shape shift into the animal, which is therianthropy. 

 

The Philosophy behind Ihi Anu  

In African traditional religion, there is hardly a religious practice or creed that is not 

intrinsically linked to or shaped by an African philosophy. In the same way, Igbo-

African therianthropy is shaped by some fundamental philosophical principles. 

 

1. Symbol of Religious Identity 

The concept of 'Identity' is one of the most used terms in the different fields of human 

endeavour, however, it has different senses in different research paradigms. In addition 

to its use within the context of studies in psychology, sociologists and anthropologists 

have employed the term ‘religious identity’ and examined its related processes in given 

social contexts. The implication of such developments is that religion contributes to 

 
18 Adibe, G. E., Igbo mysticism: Power of Igbo traditional religion and society. Onitsha: 
Imagine Realities, 2008. 
19 Kanu I. A. A hermeneutic approach to African traditional religion, theology and 
philosophy. Augustinian publications, Jos, 2015. 
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identity formation of a person or group of persons20. Beyond a mere practice, 

therianthropy in Igbo religion is a symbol of religious identity and identity formation 

for those who practice it. Thus, such families are often referred to as Nde na Iyi Agu 

(those that shape-shift into a leopard).  

 

It also gives a sense of group membership to a religion and the importance of this 

group membership as it pertains to one's self-concept which captures both the value of 

religious group membership as well as participation in religious events21. As a 

religious context it generally provide a perspective from which members view the 

world, creates opportunities to socialize with a spectrum of individuals from different 

generations, and provides a set of basic principles to live out. These foundations go a 

long way to shape the identity of the group identity22.  

 

2. Self-Preservation 

One of the characteristics of the Igbo-African world is that it is a world of probabilities- 

an uncertain world. It is a world of challenges emanating from both the human and 

spiritual worlds. Thus, while the Igbo protects himself or herself from the dangers that 

 
20 Lee, J.J., Religion and college attendance: Change among students. The Review of 

Higher Education, 2002, 25, 369-384. Cf. Arnett, J.J., A theory of development from 

the late teens through the twenties. American Psychologist, 2000, 55, 469-480. Cf. 

Valde, G.A., Identity closure: A fifth identity status. Journal of Genetic Psychology, 

1996, 157, 245-254. Cf. Whitbourne, S.K., & Tesch, S.A., A comparison of identity and 

intimacy statuses in college students and adults. Developmental Psychology, 1985, 

21, 1039-1044. Cf. Harker, K., Immigrant generation, assimilation, and adolescent 

psychological well-being. Social Forces, 2001, 79(3), 969-1004. Cf. Hirschman, C., The 

role of religion in the origins and adaptations of immigrant groups in the United 

States. IMR, 2004, 38, 1206-1233. Cf. McCullough, M.E., Tsang, J., & Brion, S., 

Personality traits in adolescents as predictors of religiousness in early adulthood: 

Findings from the Terman longitudinal study. Personality and Social Psychology 

Bulletin, 2003, 29, 980-991. Cf. Wallace, J.M., Forman, T.A., Caldwell, C.H., & Willis, 

D.S., Religion and U.S. secondary school students: Current patterns, recent trends, 

and sociodemographic correlates. Youth Society, 2003, 35, 98-125.  
21 Arweck, E. & Nesbitt, E., Young people's identity formation in mixed-faith families: 

continuity or discontinuity of religious traditions? Journal of Contemporary Religion, 

2010, 25, 67-87. Cf. King, V. Elder, G.H., Whitbeck, L.B., Religious involvement among 

rural youth: An ecological and life-course perspective. Journal of Research on 

Adolescence, 1997, 7, 431-456. 
22 King, P.E. & Boyatzis, C.J., Exploring adolescent spiritual and religious 
development: current and future theoretical and empirical perspectives. Applied 
Developmental Science, 2004, 8, 2-6. 
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come from the spiritual world, he or she also makes preparations against the dangers 

of the physical world. This is where therianthropy plays one of its greatest roles in 

Igbo ontology. Ihia anu emerged at a time in Igbo society when slave trade was 

flourishing and kings at death were buried with human heads from nearby 

communities to serve as slaves to the king in the next world. This made the movement 

of people difficult and sometimes terrifying and yet people had to move. During such 

movements across towns and villages, the Igbo needed to arm himself. One of the 

ways this was done was through therianthropy: once a person noticed danger, he turned 

into an animal, for instance a leopard. This gives him an aperture for escape from 

danger.  

 It is used for war and protection against enemies. As regards fighting enemies, persons 

shape-shift into dogs or leopards to sneak into the territory of the enemy so as to cause 

havoc. This might include killing or injuring a person from the enemies’ side. A person 

could also shape-shift into the form of a goat or a pig to go and destroy the farm or 

products of an enemy. Through this, pain is brought to the enemy’s camp or revenge 

is carried out. In cases where there is a land dispute and no one is allowed to enter the 

land, particular clans or villages who have the power to shape-shift turn into different 

kinds of animals so as to enter the land and keep watch to avoid the invasion of the 

land by the other disputants.  

Thus people who belonged to the clan known for shape-shifting were respected and 

feared to avoid being attacked by a lion or a leopard. This served as a form of 

protection for the clan in quetsion. 

 

3. Unitary Cosmology 

Igbo therianthropy is based on the Igbo unitary understanding of the Uwa (world), an 

understanding that sees the lower animals as being part of the Uwa (world) of the 

human person. In spite of the contrariety of reality, there is something common to 

everything. It is within this context that Igwebuike (there is power in unity) philosophy, 

which captures the underlying principle of African philosophy, religion and culture 

understands every individual reality in the Uwa (world) as part of and the completion 

of the whole, and thus, there is a unity in the midst of diversity23.  

 
23 Kanu, I. A., Collaboration within the ecology of mission: An African cultural 
perspective. The Catholic Voyage: African Journal of Consecrated Life. Vol. 15. 2019, pp. 
125-149. Cf. Kanu, I. A., Igwebuike research methodology: A new trend for scientific 
and wholistic investigation. IGWEBUIKE: An African Journal of Arts and Humanities, 
2019, 5. 4. pp. 95-105. Cf. Kanu, I. A., Igwebuikeconomics: The Igbo apprenticeship for 
wealth creation. IGWEBUIKE: An African Journal of Arts and Humanities, 2019, 5. 4. pp. 
56-70. Cf. Kanu, I. A., Igwebuikecracy: The Igbo-African participatory cocio-political 
system of governance. TOLLE LEGE: An Augustinian Journal of the Philosophy and 
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Contrary to Descartes’ position, the Igbo world provides an ontological horizon that 

presents being as that which possesses a relational character of mutual relations24. ‘To 

be’ is ‘to be with the other’, in a community of beings25. Life for the Igbo is a shared 

reality. And it is only within the context of complementarity that life makes meaning. 

Life is a life of sharedness; one in which another is part thereof. A relationship, though 

of separate and separated entities or individuals but with a joining of the same whole26. 

It is a relationship in which case the two or more coming together make a complete 

whole; it is a diversity of being one with each other. Thus, to put the other away 

removes the balance of being. This presupposes a tailor-made-cloth, measured, cut and 

sewn to fit into the curves, contours, shape and size, peculiarities and particularities of 

a being. Therefore, every being has a missing part and is at the same time, a missing 

part.  

 

Conclusion 

The world of Igbo traditional religion is a world of the sacred and mysterious. This 

sacredness is not just the opposite of the profane or about the numinous or the 

mysterious quality of the divine, which is tremendous (fear) and at the same time 

fascinating (attracts). For the Igbo of Nigeria, it throws light on the attitude the Igbo 

people adopt towards the world and material things, which is usually an attitude of 

 
Theology. 1. 1. 2019, pp. 34-45. Cf. Kanu, I. A., On the origin and principles of Igwebuike 
philosophy. International Journal of Religion and Human Relations. Vol. 11. No. 1. 2019, 
pp. 159-176. 
24 Kanu, I. A., Igwebuike as an Igbo-African hermeneutics of globalisation. 
IGWEBUIKE: An African Journal of Arts and Humanities, Vol. 2 No.1. 2016, pp. 61-66. 
Cf. Kanu, I. A., Igwebuike as the consummate foundation of African Bioethical 
principles. An African journal of Arts and Humanities Vol.2 No1 June, 2016, pp.23-40. 
Cf. Kanu, I. A., Igwebuike as an expressive modality of being in African ontology. 
Journal of Environmental and Construction Management. 6. 3. 2016, pp.12-21. 
25 Kanu, I. A., Igwebuike as an ontological precondition for African ethics. International 
Conference of the Society for Research and Academic Excellence. University of 
Nigeria, Nsukka. 14th -16th September, 2015. Cf. Kanu, I. A., Igwebuike as an Igbo-
African philosophy of education. A paper presented at the International Conference on 
Law, Education and Humanities. 25th -26th November 2015 University of Paris, 
France, 2015. 
26 Kanu, I. A., Igwebuike as an Igbo-African philosophy for Christian-Muslim relations 
in Northern Nigeria. In Mahmoud Misaeli (Ed.). Spirituality and Global Ethics (pp. 300-
310). United Kingdom: Cambridge Scholars, 2017. Cf. Kanu, I. A., Igwebuike as an 
Igbo-African philosophy for the protection of the environment. Nightingale 
International Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences. Vol. 3. No. 4., 2017, pp. 28-38. Cf. 
Kanu, I. A., Igwebuike as the hermeneutic of individuality and communality in African 
ontology. NAJOP: Nasara Journal of Philosophy. Vol. 2. No. 1. 2017, pp. 162-179.  
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respect. This attitude is determined by the spirit that inhabits the particular reality or 

object that is considered as sacred. Thus, what makes days, trees and animals sacred 

in African ontology is the spirit that is related to them. Basden wrote that “these trees 

are not worshipped themselves, the Ibo pagan does not bow down to the wood and 

stones. It is the spirit dwelling within them that supplicatory and intercessory prayers 

are said”27. For instance, Achebe wrote, “The whole village, men and women, and 

children assemble at the ilo, behind was the big and ancient silk-cotton tree, which was 

sacred. Spirit of good children lived in that tree waiting to be born”28.  

At the heart of Igbo therianthropy is the Igbo relationship with spiritual forces. It is 

only when this spirit is invoked that the power of shape-shifting is bestowed. The 

efficacy of such a power is dependent on the quality of the relationship between the 

spirit force and the human person who worships it. A very fundamental aspect of this 

research in Igbo therianthropy is the fact that it distinguishes itself from mythology 

and totemism to speak of a real religious experience among the Igbo that gives a 

profound religious identity to the worshippers of such a spirit force.  

This notwithstanding, with improvement in modern warfare, Igbo therianthropy it is 

bound to decline, especially as it concerns the employment of changing of forms to 

fight an enemy. More so, the change in career roles from farming and hunting, and the 

structure of buildings in which the contemporary Igbo live has also affected the 

practice of Igbo therianthropy. It was easier to attack a hunter or a farmer in the bush 

as a leopard than it is to attack a banker in his office today as a leopard. The advent of 

Christianity has also promoted the decline of the practice of Igbo therianthropy. Most 

of the people who did this have now converted to Christianity and have distanced 

themselves from the spiritual forces that were invoked for this purpose. The emergence 

of several identity options in our modern age has also lessoned the attraction to the 

identity that shape-shifting offers. This is not in any way to say that Igbo therianthropy 

has vanished; it continues to exist through several other mediums accommodated by 

the modern culture.  

 

List of Interviews 

No. Name Description  Age Date 

1. Kanu Emmanuel Nwafor Ndi Akuwanta Idozuka 

Ochie Uno, Arondizuogu 

88 10th August 

2020 

2. Okoli Okeke Nnabugwu Ndi Akuwanta Idozuka Ofe 

Imo, Arondizuogu 

88 26th August 

2020 

 
27 Basden, G. T., Among the Ibo of Nigeria. London: Frank Cases, 1966, p. 78. 
28 Achebe, C., Things fall apart. Ibadan: Heinemann, 1958, p. 33. 
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3. Unegbu Sylvester 

Okechukwu 

Ndi Akuwanta Idozuka 

Ochie Uno, Arondizuogu 

68 26th August 

2020 

4. Innocent Enuwa Nwafor 

Ojegwuo 

Ndiakeme, Arondizuogu 52 24th August 

2020 

5. Mazi Kenechukwu 

Okeke (Ngene Uwa)  

Ndiakeme, Arondizuogu 62 20th August 

2020 
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