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Origins and Migrations into Nigeria 

The Tiv of Nigeria number over eight million in population. 

They are the fourth largest ethnic nationality in Nigeria. Their 

traditions of origin narrates that the people descended from one 

ancestor, the putative father Tiv, whose father was Takuruku 

Anyamazenga. The people therefore see themselves as brothers and 

sisters who can all trace their genealogical origin to this founding 

patriarch. This tradition views the Tiv in terms of a pure tribe. The Tiv 

historian, Joe Iyo, however, in his studies of Tiv origins have shown 

that Tiv nationhood may refer more to the consciousness of the people 

as being one and holding commonly shared beliefs and experiences 

through a prolonged historical process of migration and settlement in 

central Nigeria in the lower Benue valley area. Tiv historical identity 

is authenticated by their homogeneity, a definite territory, language, an 

evolved culture and common institutions that are distinguishable from 

those of other groups. 

Tracing the origins of the Tiv has been well tackled by several 

historians who have established the people as a Bantu group. The Tiv 

language was used to classify and determine the source of Tiv origin. 

Through linguistic and ethno-archaeological studies scholars were 

able to classify the Tiv as Bantu. The language is however said to have 

some variance with the classical Bantu of central, east and southern 
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Africa bringing up the probability that the Tiv were likely part of the 

proto-Bantu group, but who had in the course of migration adopted 

other groups who then impacted upon the language spoken today by 

the Tiv. This viewpoint reinforces the earlier position that the Tiv 

might have incorporated other groups in the course of their migration 

and settlement in the Benue valley as tonal variants in Tiv language 

can prove. 

From a historical point of view, the Tiv legend of a putative 

ancestor may actually have marked the beginning of a constitutional 

period when the Tiv, having assimilated other ethnicities, began to 

consciously identify themselves as a unique group and nation with a 

defined territory that could expand as well as contract given the nature 

of contact and changes in their relations with their neighbours. This 

development of a unique identity is traceable to the last decades of the 

fifteenth century when they still inhabited the Cameroonian mountain 

ranges shortly before their descent into Nigeria. 

 What has attracted a lot of attention is the actual point and time 

of Tiv dispersal and final push into Nigeria. In this, Swem, has always 

featured as a putative homeland, the last launching pad, from which 

the Tiv moved into the Benue valley from the sixteenth century and 

came to occupy their present abodes in Benue, Nasarawa, Taraba, 

Plateau and Cross River states and the Federal Capital Territory. 

 Swem, as a point of migration and outflow is seen by historian 

D.C. Dorward as the “mythical mountain homeland of the Tiv” which 

was located in the Ngol Kedju hill in the Bamenda highlands in 

Cameroon. It was from Swem that the Tiv made the descent to Ikurav-

Ya in present-day southeastern Tivland. This sixteenth century 

movement, signaled a turn of events that crucially placed the Tiv 

firmly in what was to hundreds of years later become modern Nigeria. 
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The distinguished Tiv historian J.E.A. Iyo writes of Swem that 

it “was probably founded by a core group called Tiv as a traditional 

religious bastion of defence against other ethnic groups in the past”. 

According to Iyo it was probably at the time of the movement away 

from Swem that the name Tiv, could have been adopted at this time; 

and it was probably, the name of “a famous migration leader who rose 

to prominence when the Swem homeland was breaking up after 1500”. 

For the next two centuries, that is from 1600-1800, the Tiv 

moved gradually to inhabit the Benue valley where they came into 

contact with other groups constituting the Apa confederacy and the 

Kwararafa kingdom as well as the Fulani with whom they established 

joking relations. In the vicinity of central Nigeria around the hills south 

of Kashimbila, the Tiv met and intermarried with the Iyon, Utange, 

Ugbo, Ndir and Ukwese. This was a major process of cross-cultural 

assimilation and pre-colonial inter-group relations. 

 The revered Tiv historian, Akiga Sai views the period as a 

peaceful one in which the Tiv people learnt to live with groups already 

in the area and also understood their ways whereby: “They watched 

what they did, and tried to learn from them. They even came to call 

them their brothers, and were not afraid to intermarry with them… 

they came to cutting the mark down the bridge of the nose.” 

 

In migrating into the Benue valley, Ipusu and Ichongo, the two sons of 

Tiv, were probably migration leaders of the period from 1535-1595 in 

the second phase of movement into Nigeria. The first was the one that 

had Tiv as the leader. In the second phase the Tiv clustered around the 

Ibinda hills had to move further down into the valley as a result of 

quarrels over fishing rights with the Ugenyi and frequent attacks from 

the Utange and Ugee. Furthermore, the Chamba or Ugenyi inhabiting 
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the Kwararafa kingdom were by the sixteenth century raiding Tiv 

settlements and were therefore a major threat to the increasing Tiv 

presence, forcing them to move further westwards. In later phases of 

the movements, the Tiv moved fully into the Benue valley and most of 

the clans had settled in the respective territories they now inhabit by 

the late eighteenth century. 

 

Tiv Religion and Socio-Political Structure 

The Tiv trace their genealogy back to a common ancestor and 

divide their society along kinship lines where every Tiv person is 

believed to be related by blood. According to G.N. Hembe, together, 

all Tiv people believe that they occupy a homogenous geographically 

defined area known as tar Tiv (Tivland). The sub-units are also known 

by the names of lineages such as tar Gaav (Gaavland). In Tivland there 

are twelve ityar (lands) each standing for Ichongo and Ipusu – the sons 

of Tiv, who make up the two principal lineages. For the Ichongo the 

tar units who are sons of Ichongo are: Ugondo, Ikurav, Tongov, 

Nongov, Iharev, Masev and Turan. For Ipusu and his sons the tar units 

are: Shitire, Ukum, Mbaikor, Jemgbagh and Jechira. 

Although many authors have written on the subject, Atoato D. 

Igirgi has simplified it for easier understanding. He claims that under 

the two principal lineages of the Tiv, Ichongo and Ipusu are smaller 

segmentary lineages which take the names of their ancestors. He also 

asserts that: “The Tiv social system correlates the corporeal or material 

existence of each lineage with a clearly defined geographical territory 

known as tar which, in cosmological terms, can also be understood not 

simply as a piece of land but indeed as a “world”. Thus, tar-Tiv means 

Tivland as well as the Tiv “world”, and the name for a lineage 
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describes not only the people themselves but also the land on which 

they live.” 

In a broad manner, deriving from the fact that all Tiv trace their 

ancestry back to the putatitve founder, the Tiv social organization is 

founded on kinship. In this manner, people who are kith and kin co-

existed together in small social units known as ya or compound (uya 

– compounds). Thus, a number of compounds containing up to five 

hundred to one thousand people made up the ityo or kindred, this being 

the smaller unit of uipaven (clans) of the tar (country or “world”). Age 

in this set up is a major determinant as to who becomes a leader. In 

this case, the oldest male in the compound was the head of the 

compound, and the oldest male in the ityo was the head of the tar. 

However, the qualifying criteria was that such a male must also be 

conversant with tsav or magico-mystical power so as to use it to 

protect members of his family from internal and external evil forces, 

which could be physically or spiritually manifested. With the dawn of 

modernity in Tivland, much of this process is undergoing change. 

The locus of political power was located in the tar structure, 

which meant the society or community of kindreds located in the clans. 

It should be noted that before British colonialism in the early twentieth 

century the Tiv had no central authority, and it is quite probable that 

the concept of tar-Tiv as such might have been a hazy and ill-defined 

one for the people. Authority and governance of the community was 

restricted to the kindred and clan levels. In times of war with 

neighbouring ethnic groups and difficulties, various Tiv clans could 

join forces together and attack or defend the interest of each other. 

Tiv society was also a fairly egalitarian one. Members acted 

and operated on the basis of equality. They, according to Ason Bur, 

even with creation of the Tor Tiv (king of the Tiv) chieftaincy 
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institution did not incorporate into it prostration, removal of shoes and 

hero-worshipping of chiefs. This buttresses the egalitarian nature of 

the Tiv who cherished equality and strove to uphold their fundamental 

rights, liberty and individualism. 

The family structure was composed of the ityo (the paternal 

kin) and the igba (the maternal kin). Both the paternal and maternal 

kinsmen had defined roles they played in Tiv society. Daniel Denga 

notes that: “The traditional Tiv family was made up of the immediate 

family and a host of relations – uncles, nephews, aunts, their children 

including even distant relations or descendants. The relationships 

sometimes look interminable especially for the well-to-do members of 

the extended family who serve as economic and social pillars for 

generations of kinship relationship.” 

 Tiv families before the advent of Christianity were usually 

polygamous. There were a variety of reasons why men married many 

wives, among these were the need for enhanced social status, a symbol 

of wealth and prestige and as labour on their farms which contributed 

to the actual generation of wealth for the house head. 

The Tiv socio-political process was a constantly evolving and 

changing one. To seek to explain Tiv socio-political structure therefore 

is to look at different generations and periods in the history of the 

people: These being the pre-colonial period, the colonial period, and 

the post-colonial period. These three epochs had characteristics that 

marked them apart and which had profound implications on the Tiv 

social and political structure which invariably affected the economic 

foundations of Tiv society. It is clearly observable that as the social 

structure of the society was evolving and changing so was the 

economic structure, which was either changing or reforming itself to 
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suit the emerging circumstances that were often very unlike what was 

been superseded. 

In pre-colonial times, Toryina Ayati Varvar, paying more 

attention to the political structure of the Tiv society divides the era into 

two – that of the pre-tor-agbande (drum chief) era and the tor-agbande 

era. The overall socio-political characteristics of the pre-colonial era 

was that of a lack of centralization of the Tiv people politically, the 

people existed in a “segmental lineage system”, a people with a 

homogenous cultural identity but not politically united under a single 

authority. In this set-up, politics and tradition were not separate 

spheres but largely co-existed and those vested with leadership had 

authority over economic, political, religious and social matters. 

In the pre-tor-agbande era, which is the period before the 

middle of the nineteenth century, the compound was the basic unit of 

authority with the house head or orya as the leader, who along with 

other house heads formed the lineage councils. The compound head 

was in charge of certain roles and functions as shown below by Toryina 

Ayati Varvar: “The compound head, for instance, led and directed 

activities related to agricultural production. He chose the sites for the 

erection of buildings, he settled family disputes and he granted 

permission and negotiated for marriages involving sons and daughters 

of the compound. He also played a leading role in the religious 

activities… in addition to these domestic duties, the compound head 

represented the compound in dealings with external political units. He 

defended the compound against external threats, both materially and 

spiritually.” 

 At the communal and or clan levels, the elders had control over 

settling disputes over female wards (angor), farmland and cases of 

health and sickness as well as control over the traditional inquest. The 
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council was also charged with resolving murder cases and finding 

solutions to prolonged disturbing natural phenomena such as droughts 

and pests that could affect the livelihood of the community. The elders’ 

claim to authority rested in their advanced age and in their possession 

of tsav and akombo (spiritual and supernatural powers), which were 

to be used for the good of the community and not negatively, 

otherwise, checks and balances that existed could be used by the 

community to control excesses by the elders. 

The second phase of the pre-colonial era, that, in which the 

phenomenon of the tor-agbande (drum chief) arose, is a testament to 

the nature and character of society that the Tiv were evolving in. 

Because, the Tiv existed in the midst of neighbours who had different 

cultural, social and political as well as military practices. The 

expansion of the Tiv in the Benue valley invariably brought them into 

conflict with groups that already existed in the area and a likely 

outcome of the Tiv arrival in the valley was the break-out of conflicts 

with these groups over time. 

As the Tiv population grew and with it the need for more land, 

the basis for conflict was also expanded creating more conflict and 

hence the need for military solutions necessary for the defense of 

territories held and for offense to secure more land. Consequently, 

their arose in Tivland, a class of chiefs known as tor-agbande, who 

were chosen on the basis of ability rather than age. Though the drum 

chiefs still relied on the council of elders for certain decisions they had 

a certain degree of freedom to direct the conduct of affairs in their 

various clans. A centralized chief for the Tiv only emerged during the 

colonial era and was known as the Tor Tiv, chief of the Tiv. 

The most prominent social change in Tivland, however, 

occurred during the colonial era with the transformation of the social 
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makeup of the Tiv through the process of Christianity, education and 

westernization. Before and after 1960 the Tiv social and political 

structure became significantly altered. The people are now 

predominantly Christian with many of them belonging to the Catholic 

Church and the Nongu u Kristu u i Ser u sha Tar (NKST) – Universal 

Reformed Christian Church (URCC)- and several other Christian 

denominations. The Tiv became converted to Christianity which added 

to their introduction to western education opened them to new ideas 

and belief systems. For instance, while many were hitherto 

polygamous, many are now monogamous according to the tenets of 

Christianity. With western education, the people became renowned for 

their avid pursuit and zeal for western education. Beginning from 1911 

when Akiga Sai became the first Tiv man to read and write, Western 

education is now widespread in the area and all levels of education are 

found within the area. 

Following these influences and the arrival of democracy and 

party politics the Tiv have also opened themselves to westernization 

and its influences. All these combined with the Tiv outgoing traditional 

culture have made them a forward looking people who are able to 

understand the challenges of the modern world and come to terms with 

it. 

 

The Tiv Economy 

The focus on agriculture as the primary economic occupation 

of the Tiv of central Nigeria is well-known and has earned Benue state 

the title of food basket of the nation. Beginning from travelers’ 

accounts and from records in the first part of the twentieth century the 

reputation of the Tiv as farmers became firmly established. The 

tradition of the Tiv as renowned farmers who earned their living 
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primarily from the land is backed by their high productivity of both 

cash and food crops, which through the colonial period represented the 

backbone of the economy. In post-independence Nigeria, the Tiv are a 

major bulwark in ensuring that Nigeria attains food security. This may 

not be unrelated to the fact that the Tiv as part of the Bantu culture are 

heirs to an agricultural history of more than 3000 years. 

 The Tiv economy for much of the peoples’ history was largely 

agrarian and based more on farm and agricultural work, as well as 

hunting and fishing. The Tiv also practiced weaving, blacksmithing 

and engaged in carving and pottery work. They were and are still 

famous for traditional textile production with their specialty known as 

anger with its distinctive black and white colours. 

In addition to these economic ventures, the Tiv were involved 

in the mining of clay which they used in making pots and utensils and 

quarrying of scoria or soft rocks for grinding stones. The brewing of 

beer was another skill that the Tiv possessed which was used for 

marriage ceremonies, festivals and religious ceremonies. Women 

brewed beer or tashi from millet, maize and guinea corn. 

We should note that the economy in Tivland has changed 

significantly. While the earlier period before 1900 was concerned with 

agriculture and primary production, the colonial period started the 

process of entrenching a modern and vibrant market economy with 

new systems for harnessing agriculture, limestone and other resources 

into industrial complexes. 

The Tiv became a people who working with others and using 

ideas and tools of the modern global society have transformed their 

society and economy. The Tiv economy of the 1960s was starkly in 

contrast with that of barely a generation ago. For example, while the 

Tiv did not sale land in 1800; by the 1960s they were actively involved 
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in the real estate business, especially in the urban centres. Thus from 

the nineteenth century in which the Tiv had no market for land, they 

moved into an era during colonialism where land was owned by 

individuals who could sell it. The Tiv were effectively utilizing the real 

estate market as land became territorialized and individual Tiv people 

who were bold and more acquisitive than their kith and kin got the 

most out of it both in the urban and rural areas. The import was that 

before Nigerian independence certain aspects of the traditional 

economy such as ownership of land had assumed different dimensions 

from those of the past. 

 These changes were accelerated by the speedy growth and 

expansion of towns and urban centres such as Makurdi, Gboko, 

Katsina-Ala, Vandeikya, Adikpo, Aliade, Zaki-Biam and several 

others in Tivland. Towns in Tivland and other parts of Nigeria 

provided the ideal environment for the growth of agriculture, 

industries, services, exchange and trade and non-agro-allied 

industries. With the Tiv specializing in agricultural production, growth 

in these other areas contributed to the expansion and sustenance of 

food production for the wider local and national market from 1960 to 

the present. 

The Tiv economy is today characterized by agriculture, 

industries, trade and services. Some of the industries were based on 

availability and location of raw materials like minerals and agricultural 

crops. The discovery of limestone deposits in Tse-Kucha in 

commercial quantity led to the establishment of the Benue Cement 

Company in 1980. The cement company transformed the nature of the 

Benue economy and introduced a new dimension to the economic 

activities of the people and represented a significant outside 

investment into the economy of the area to develop local resources. 
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This, in turn had positive implications on the economy of the area. The 

company employed thousands of people engaged both in the factory 

and in the provision of auxiliary services as well as spawning a class 

of Tiv contractors and distributors and transporters. 

 Tivland also became home to modern manufacturing mostly in 

the period after Benue State was created in 1976. Investments were 

made in finance, agriculture, mining, tourism, publishing and 

consumer goods. Some of the companies established were controlled 

by the government and existed alongside an emergent private sector. 

The private sector was also very much involved in economic activities 

in the area. The major Tiv entrepreneurs of the colonial era continued 

to expand their businesses and were continually joined by a crop of 

new entrants to trade and business. The area also continued to be an 

attractive point of call for traders and business people from outside 

Benue, especially Ibos from Eastern Nigeria who over time came to 

dominate the retail aspects of basic consumer goods. Hausa traders 

who have been active in the area since the pre-colonial period also 

continued to be important in the economy of Tivland. Prominent Tiv 

businessmen and entrepreneurs of record include: Chief Jerome 

Tilley-Gyado, Joseph Gberikon Ahenji, Gideon Ierkwagh Kajo, 

Benjamin Ako Dzungbe Shande, Akaazua Muemue and Chief Denen 

Tofi, Chief Barnabas Gemade, Eugene Yua, Samuel Ortom among 

several others who established or started trading and economic 

enterprises that became important in the economy of the Tiv area. The 

companies they established and operated in agriculture, retail, 

construction, finance, education, health, services and the hospitality 

industry enabled faster growth and development to occur in Tivland. 

Tiv towns also continued to grow, and urbanization in itself 

became a major driver of the Tiv economy, fuelling a real estate market 
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in Tivland as well as driving a vibrant construction industry in the 

urban centres of Gboko, Makurdi, Katsina-Ala, Vandeikya, Adikpo 

and the other major market centres and administrative headquarters. 

Gboko, the capital city of the Tiv people is a thriving economic 

and cultural centre that has expanded and grown beyond recognition 

from its establishment in the 1930s. It is the seat of the Tor Tiv, and 

the headquarters of the largest local government in Benue state. It is 

regarded generally as the home of the Tiv people. 

 

Modern Politics 

In modern Nigeria, the Tiv are very much involved with the 

democratic process and have provided leadership at the local, state and 

federal levels. The Tiv have integrated themselves into the national 

political mainstream since the amalgamation of 1914. They have also 

due to their egalitarianism and quest for justice been at the forefront 

and vanguard for the equitable allocation of values and justice in 

Nigeria. Their collective call for states and self-justification for 

Nigerian ethnic nationalities contributed to the evolution of the 

existing federal structure in Nigeria. Tiv politicians such as J.S. Tarka, 

Tashaku Orodi, Aper Aku, Paul Unongo, Isaac Shaahu, Elizabeth 

Ivase, Benjamin Chaha, Moses Adasu, David Iornem, Iyorchia Ayu, 

George Akume, Gabriel Suswam, Samuel Ortom and Hyacinth Alia 

have served or are serving the state and Nigeria faithfully in different 

roles and capacities. 

 

Religious Beliefs and Practices 

Before the conversion of majority of the Tiv population to 

Christianity their religious beliefs and practices centred around what 

Akpenpuun Dzurgba refers to as the Tiv Traditional Religion (TTR). 
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According to Dzurgba, “In Tiv Traditional Religion, the people had 

one supreme deity called Aondo and many small deities called akombo 

as plural, while one was Kombo”. 

 The Tiv consider Aondo as the creator of the universe and 

everything in it. He is therefore the Supreme Being and controls all of 

mankind, the elements and the lesser gods and spirits. Although the 

people supplicated and offered prayers to Aondo directly, it was to the 

small deities (akombo) that they related more often with and made 

sacrifices to through diviners and priests for solutions to all of life’s 

issues, challenges and occupations. With the dawn of the Christianity, 

many Tiv now identify God with Aondo, and have forgotten about the 

deities. 

 

Unique Characteristics 

The Tiv are known to be hardworking and committed to 

achieving whatever goals and targets they set for themselves as 

individuals. Their celebrated productivity in agriculture is predicated 

on the fact that once they set their hands on the plough they rarely turn 

back. In interpersonal and intergroup relations too, once the Tiv have 

given their words, their traditional code of honour established on the 

Swem oracle with roots to when they were at Swem decrees that they 

do not breach agreements voluntary made. The Tiv as a people are 

lovers of justice and fairness, and are courageous in the face of threats 

to these values. Their popular philosophy of ya na angbian which 

means “eat and give your brother” upholds fairness in the distribution 

and allocation of values. This philosophy is at the heart of Nigeria’s 

policy of political zoning and national character in the fair distribution 

of resources for all the six geo-political zones, states and ethnic groups 

in Nigeria. 
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 Culturally, the Tiv among all groups in Nigeria, are the only 

ones celebrated for the Swange dance. The famous award winning 

Swange dance is easily identified with the Tiv in Nigeria and beyond. 

The other cultural tradition of the Tiv people, the Kwagh-hir puppet 

theatre has thrilled Nigerians on the national stage since the 1960s. 

Leading kwagh-hir artists have performed internationally outside 

Nigeria and won significant accolades. 

 

Conclusion 

The Tiv of north-central Nigeria are today a society which is 

fast modernizing. It is the largest and most productive farming 

community in Nigeria. They have contributed to earning for Benue 

state the deserved title of food basket of the nation. The Tiv who 

occupy the middle belt of Nigeria are a uniting force between north 

and south. Today, their society is a fast changing one where the indices 

of the past i.e. illiteracy and superstition are fast eroding and giving 

way to mass education, literacy and science and technology. Tivland 

today is synonymous for modern infrastructure, better housing and 

phenomenal rise in urbanization and economic growth fueled by the 

entrepreneurial energy of a people who abhor laziness and who strive 

to be self-sufficient in all aspects of life. 
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