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The Importance of White Garments in the IGBE Religion
by �fatakpa &ortune

Introduction

Colours represent diīerent meanings, and are closely associated ǁith various people and religions. Colour 
serves as means of communicaƟon. /n ancient civilisaƟons, colour ǁas an integral part of the substance and 
being of everything in life ;,ui-Chih, ϮϬϭϰͿ. Colour, in the understanding of &inlay, ;ϮϬϬϰͿ is the essence of 
landscape and of our ǁhole percepƟon of the physical ǁorld. �Ƌually, in every religion, colours have their im-
plicaƟons. �n inappropriate use of colour can be perceived as oīensive. �mong the Shiite Duslims, green is 
sacred and its use is undertaken very cauƟously. thite is the colour of mourning in China. �n overabundance 
of ǁhite space around a small isolated image or lettering might hint at funerary meanings ;Daroto and �or-
toli, ϮϬϬϭͿ. Dany forms of ancient religions reƋuire their adherents to ǁear all-ǁhite clothes for certain rea-
sons and for speciĮc periods of Ɵme. dhese religions include but are not limited to some paths of ,induism͖ 
�uddhism͖ certain strands of ticca͖ soodoo, Walo, and Santaria. �lumberg ;ϮϬϭϱͿ argues that clothing ǁorn 
by religious leaders and people of devout faith is oŌen much more than a fashion statement. dhis paper ǁill 
therefore eǆplore the importance of the ǁhite colour and ǁhite garments in /gbe, an evolving ǁorld religion, 
pracƟced largely among the Urhobo-speaking ethnic group in �elta State, Eigeria.

A Brief History of the IGBE Religion

dhe adherents of the /gbe religion are monotheists, ǁho believe in an omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient 
and omnibenevolent God called Kǁeya and that he reǁards the good and the evil people alike, according 
to their deeds. �ance is a core element of /gbe, and there is no ǁorship session ǁithout dancing. dhe adhe-
rents believe that by dancing, they draǁ to themselves the very hand of God. dhe adherents of /gbe usually 
meet in an Kgǁa, a sort of temple, in ǁhich they dance, ǁelcome members, and sing naƟve Urhobo songs 
in place of hymns. dhe /gbe religion ǁas founded by Ubiesha �tarakpo around ϭϴϱϴ and has its headƋuarters 
at ϭϭ, �gbo Street, <okori /nland, in the present �thiope �ast >ocal Government �rea of �elta State, Eigeria 
;Eabofa, ϮϬϬϱͿ. >egend has it that Ubiesha and his ǁife, �rukanure ;both of UrhobolandͿ ǁere farmers by 
occupaƟon. Kne day the tǁo of them ǁent to plough their farmland in order to plant their yam seedlings. 
thile hoeing, Ubiesha unearthed kaolin, or the indigenous ǁhite chalk ;orheͿ, to ǁhich he did not iniƟally 
attach importance. �ack home, hoǁever, an unknoǁn man, ǁho refused to disclose his idenƟty, appeared to 
Ubiesha in a dream, appealing to him, in his oǁn best interests and those of humanity, to return to the farm 
and take home the kaolin that he had found the previous day. /t is believed that this ͞mysƟc man͟ taught 
Ubiesha some songs and dances and then instructed him on hoǁ to organise his neǁ movement and ǁhat he 
should avoid to maintain a state of ritual purity. �esides this, he ǁas taught hoǁ he should use the kaolin for 
healing diseases and for protecƟon against all forms of evil spirits. dhe folloǁing morning, therefore, Ubiesha 
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ǁent and took home the ͞sacred͟ kaolin from his farm. tith the aid of this kaolin, he established the religi-
on, probably because il͚igbe ;dancingͿ and il͚esuo ;singingͿ ǁere basic in its liturgy. Soon aŌerǁards, Ubiesha, 
ǁith the poǁer of the ͞sacred͟ kaolin, began to heal people, see visions, speak in tongues, and prophesy in 
a state of frenǌy. ,e soon gathered a large folloǁing, consƟtuted predominantly of those ǁho ǁere seeking 
healing and protecƟon ;�kama, ϭϵϴϱͿ.

White Garments in the IGBE Religion

/n many religious tradiƟons across the ǁorld, ǁhite represents openness, truth, purity, and holiness. >ikeǁise 
in the /gbe religion, the ǁhite colour and the donning of ǁhite garments has a symbolic meaning. dhe use of 
ǁhite garments in /gbe religion is claimed to be divinely ordained by Kǁeya ;GodͿ /t must be acknoǁledged 
that ǁhite is the oĸcial colour of the /gbe religion, and according to Kbaghǁarhe �yareya ;ϮϬϭϰͿ, a high 
priestess of the religion, God revealed the colour ǁhite to Ubiesha �tarakpo, the founder of the religion, 
because it symbolises purity. /n addiƟon, �yareya posits that part of the rudimentary feature of the ǁhite 
colour is eƋuality. /t also implies fairness and open-mindedness, obũecƟvity, and freedom. thite in the /gbe 
religion is claimed to be a soothing colour ǁhich helps to create order and spiritual deŌness. dherefore 
adherents of /gbe don ǁhite garments during ǁorship services. �Ƌually, in ǁorship services, the Uku ;,igh 
priestͿ or Kmote Uku ;,igh priestessͿ ǁears ǁhite dress and ǁhite headgear ǁhich can be compared ǁith 
the liturgical vestments ǁorn at ChrisƟan Dass. �esides, the vestments inspire the high priest and all of the 
faithful to meditate on their rich symbolism associated ǁith the ǁhite garments. �ccording to Uku &estus 
/koba, a high priest of the religion and the leader of Kǁeya Dissionary �ssociaƟon:

thite symbolises purity of the heart and soul in the /gbe religion. thite in the /gbe religion is associated ǁith 
purity, innocence, and goodness. dhat is ǁhy in the /gbe religion ǁe ǁear ǁhite clothes. then you see us in 
our ǁhite clothes, it simply represents the state of our heart before God ǁho is the father of light. te are 
naked before him. ,e sees the state of our heart. then you see our members puƫng on ǁhite garments, it 
means an outǁard representaƟon of the pure state of our hearts toǁards other human beings. then ǁe put 
our ǁhite clothes ǁe are simply communicaƟng to mankind that they are safe ǁhen they are in our midst. 
dhe ǁhite cloth also communicates truth and honesty. dhat is all true members of /gbe religion stand for the 
truth and ǁill alǁays speak the truth. Eo true ǁorshipper of the /gbe religion ǁho ǁears the ǁhite apparel 
commits crimes against his felloǁ man ;/ntervieǁ ϮϬϭϱͿ.

ComparaƟvely, the submissions of /koba ;ϮϬϭϱͿ align ǁith Daroto and �ortoli ;ϮϬϬϭͿ ǁhose study reveals 
that the colour ǁhite in countries such as the United States of �merica, Canada, Deǆico, the Caribbean coun-
tries, �rgenƟna, �raǌil, and several parts of �urope represents purity, goodness, and a state of cleanliness 
ʹ although not all the religions that are domiciled in the countries menƟoned don ǁhite clothes as a symbol 
of purity. &or Klori �bel �gofovǁe, a chief priest of the /gbe religion, adherents ǁear ǁhite garments as a 
symbol of their divine strength and poǁer. ,e opines:
/n the /gbe religion ǁhite depicts faith and it is also associated ǁith perfecƟon. / also ǁant to menƟon that 
the heavenly beings ǁear ǁhite clothes. dhis is very important to us in the /gbe religion. then ǁe ǁear ǁhite 
clothes or garments ǁe see ourselves as representaƟves of God on earth. te see ourselves as men and ǁo-
men ǁho have been empoǁered to provide soluƟons to the problem of mankind. dhat is ǁhy ǁhen people 
approach us for spiritual help it is because they believe that our faith can deliver from sicknesses, diseases, 
and other issues that may be challenging their lives. dherefore, ǁhen you see us in our ǁhite garments, it 
simply communicates a group of people ǁho are represenƟng God on �arth and also ǁho are Įlled ǁith di-
vine poǁer through faith in the ability of Kǁeya ;GodͿ to transform lives ;/ntervieǁ ϮϬϭϲͿ.

dhe ǁhite garment in /gbe has both psychological and spiritual implicaƟons. Wsychologically, it enhances the 
conĮdence of adherents that they are a special group of people in the eyes of Kǁeya ;GodͿ because of their 
strict puritan conduct. ,oǁever, this faith eǆclusivity does not in any ǁay encourage members of the religion 
to behave untoǁardly to members of other faith tradiƟons. �ccording to �fetobore Dukoro ;ϮϬϭϲͿ ǁhite in 
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the /gbe religion also signiĮes humility. dherefore, one of the hallmarks of a true /gbe ǁorshipper is a humble 
disposiƟon at all Ɵmes. Spiritually, ǁearing the ǁhite garment implicates that as an adherent of /gbe one can-
not be oppressed by ͞malevolent͟ spirits. :usƟne �kpoveta, a pracƟƟoner of the religion, sums it this ǁay:
�s a pracƟƟoner / believe that puƫng on the ǁhite clothes means that / am covered ǁith the glory of God. 
Knce the Uku consecrates the ǁhite cloth for use͖ it is generally assumed that it carries the poǁer and the 
glory of God. then one is covered ǁith the glory of God, no evil spirit can come manipulate you. then ǁe 
put on the ǁhite cloth, physically people may see it as ǁhite, but those ǁith ͞spiritual͟ eyes ǁill see that you 
are surrounded ǁith Įre. �part from physical covering, ǁearing the ǁhite garment also guarantees spiritual 
protecƟon in the cosmology of the /gbe religion ;/ntervieǁ, ϮϬϭϲͿ.

dhough /gbe is situated ǁithin the genre of �volving torld Zeligion, its ǁorldvieǁ concerning ǁhite gar-
ments, as ǁas revealed to its founder Ubiesha, can be compared ǁith other religions of the ǁorld. ,oǁever, 
there are slight variaƟons that border on the occasions that adherents of other religious faith tradiƟons are 
eǆpected to ǁear ǁhite clothes. &or eǆample in the /slamic religious faith tradiƟon, men are encouraged to 
ǁear ǁhite clothes, for ǁhite is regarded as the purest of colours. /t also communicates simplicity. �bove 
all, ǁhite clothes are used in /slam as covering for the dead. /n relaƟve terms, /slam and /gbe share a certain 
commonality in their ideologies of ǁearing the ǁhiƟng garment. >ikeǁise, ǁhen placed side by side ǁith 
the Santeria religion, /gbe also shares a similar philosophy in terms of ǁhite clothes, albeit ǁith a slight dif-
ference. /t must be menƟoned that it is obligatory for iniƟates in Santeria to ǁear ǁhite clothing for a year, 
and ǁhite clothing is the standard aƫre for attending Santeria religious services. �Ƌually, the concept of 
ǁearing of ǁhite clothes in ChrisƟanity also shares some commonality ǁith /gbe. /t is ǁorth menƟoning that 
tradiƟonally ChrisƟans ǁear ǁhite clothes for the ritual of bapƟsm. �lso there are many ChrisƟan Churches 
in Eigeria ǁhose oĸcial clothing is ǁhite. SƟll, in some ChrisƟan congregaƟons members of the clergy have 
adopted ǁhite clothing as oĸcial aƫre.

Conclusion

dhis paper eǆplored the symbolism of ǁhite garments in the /gbe religion. /t idenƟĮed that symbolically the 
colour ǁhite means purity, simplicity, and holiness in /gbe. ComparaƟvely, it ǁas discovered that many reli-
gions and ethnic groups across the globe share the same symbolic noƟon of the ǁhite garment as a symbol 
of purity. /n the light of this shared commonality of ǁorldvieǁ, it is therefore imperaƟve for members of the 
diīerent religious faith tradiƟon and diverse ethnic groups to relate ǁith each other from the standpoint of 
dialogue and coeǆistence rather than being eǆclusivist. dhis to a large eǆtent ǁill reduce to the barest mini-
mum incidences of violent religious conŇicts that are currently plaguing the ǁorld.
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