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PREFACE

My interest in the study of African Christianity dates
back to my early days at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka
(1964 to 1967), when | developed strong passion to study
the impact of Christianity on African culture and society. |
started my quest by reading African literatures by Chinua
Achebe, Peter Abrahams, James Ngugi, Ayi Kwei Armah,
Camara Laye, Ferdinand Oyonoet al. ayia.

The literary picture of the encounter of Christianity
with African Traditional Religion and Culture depicted a
scenario of iconoclasm and cultural imperialism. That was
the beginning of my advocacy for an authentic African
Christianity. There must be African Christianity for the
euthanasia of mission to be completed. Christianity in
Africa cannot continue on the platform of Western culture
and civilization. Christianity must have an African face in
Africa. Presently, African scholars are working hard to
educate the masses on the need for the domestication of
Christian values in African cultural milieu. There is every
hope that in the nearest future Christianity will cease to be a
whiteman's religion in Africa.

Africans will see Christianity as an indigenous

" religion with a long history. We are very close to that era,

when Christianity will be celebrated as a vibrant religion in
African soil, wearing the African garment, and speaking
African language. All the authors in this book are committed
to the emergence of a positive interface between
Christianity and culture in Africa.

Here we celebrate the glorious memory of Prof. H.

Viii

Richard Niebuhr whose magnum opus Christ and Culture
forms the theoretical foundation for this book. All the authors
are convinced that Christianity has made tremendous
progress in Africa over the years and has been the pivot of

. progress and development in Africa. Africans are grateful

for the missionaries who paid the price to plant Christianity
InAlfrica. Itis now the responsibility of Africans todothe
needful by transplanting Christianity into African soil
without diluting, or compromising the core principles of
the faith. ' '

Rev, Prof. Emele Mba Uka
relate/Moderator v
FMresbyterian Church of Nigeria
Hope Waddell, Calabar, CRS, Nigeria
I aster 2016.
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= AGE OF CULTURAL HYBRIDISATION: A

- | : A CASE
'STUDY OF OKONKO SOCIETY VIS-A-VIS
CHRISTIANITY IN IGBOLAND

Dr. Patrick U. Nwosu

ODUCTION

‘ This .st.udy'is fopused on the reality of traditional
| societies in Africa with Okonko society as a case

. and Sons. A : h
Jacques, M. (1961). The Premise of Inequality in Rwand ,artt(Tcular attention was paid to the origin, functions and
Oxford. 8 c a'llenges which, this traditional society pose for

nity in Igboland. This research demonstrated that

|dika, Mba (1983). "Osu" in Traditional Religion in West. E.
Ade Adegbola (ed.). »
llogu, E. (1974). Christianity and Igbo Culture, New York: Nk
Kahle, B.(1912). Palestine, Jahr Buch. _
Kalu, O. U. (ed) (1978). Readings in African Humanil
African Cultural Development, Enugu, Nigeria: Foul

] ,Tfadmonal _Religion, symbolized in Okonko society, is
in a marriage of ignorance and bias with Christ%an
| in Igboland. Seeing the Christian faith in the light of the ™~
nces ofthe members of Okonko society, seems to be a
task for the Christian leadership. Therefore, suggestions
de on ways to turn the apparent “‘ignorance and bias”

Dimension. n Ok FIR SRR
Metuh, E. I. (1987) Comparative Studies of ATR. Onit 1 Okonko and Christianity into constructive dialogue.
Imico. uld help to improve the complementary relationship

\ Okonko society and Christianity in the efforts to

Nwaiwu, G. (1987)."Osu Caste, now against the Law," Afri
Concord Magazine, Vol. 12, No. 108, 30 June.

Nigerian Statesman, 10 Feb. 1983.

Oral Interview with Mr. . Njoku 87 years, Oji-ofer Ukwu | of A
Asukwuanunu 1991.

Uchendu, V. C. (1965). The Igbo of Southern Nigeria,
New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

1979 Federal Government of Nigeria Constitution, Sectio
sub section 2, Chapter lv on “Fundamental Right".

the yalues of the kingdom of God on earth. Okonko
has its plgqe among phenomena in the field of
ative Religious Studies and in the Christian
8 tlocrjl of g;leople inAfrica.
-ace with cultural revolution, Christianity in i
Cess of extracting itself from one cultur)zlal a?tggs;?eizriwst
ng down roots in multiplicity of places. This can be
i as cultural hybridization. This includes religious
cqltural identities cum expressions of various
In this context Comblin (1998) observed that
y has shaped itself to fit North American culture to’
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significant criterion to hold important position in the town,

such an extent that being American and being Christian has Ignii
Iy chiefs would not want to forfeit such traditional honor.

become almost the same thing. Differences between
denominations do not matter because the central message is sionaries consistently preached againstthe rituals which
the identification of the American way of life with the erized the Okonko society. Thus, members of the Church
gospel...."Confronted with this observation of Comblin (1998) fictly prohibited from participating in what was taught to
in the light of Okonko society in Igboland, one notes that tha ‘ﬂ'ces to the devil. The continued preaching of the
Church or Christianity, as an institution, has done so little to ‘rles coupled with the fruitful conversion of the people
translate the message of Christand His person into Okonko. ! ine i

\ This might have resulted from the observation that

€ 2005).This paper therefore, highlights the place and
[ Okonko society in Igboland, its functions and values
"the relevant values can complement Christianity in her
to enthrpne the reign of God's kingdom in our
horary society. Recommendations would be made as to
confrontation between Okonko society and Christianity
1d could be changed into dialogue.

Okonko is the cultural expression and identity of the Igbos thal

‘ iﬂ\i”
|

“\”“ have “mmamma” as a form of greetings. And to bring the
i message of Christ into it is to create a new world in Igho
J‘\y_‘ Christian spirituality. This again does not rule out the fact of
\”‘“‘ change and transformation that truly took place with the
| introduction of Christianity. For instance, one of the greatest
‘\ influences of Christianity is the introduction of Western
. education. However, the girl-child was seriously
\ disadvantaged becauseof the strong belief that she would
marry and then ceased to belong to her family of orientation,
taking the wealth to her family of procreation.

In the late 1940s when girls were allowed to go to
school through the intervention of the Catholic Mission, a lot of
positive changes were witnessed in the society. Another area
of serious change was the orthodox medicine, which helped
immensely to cure many diseases traditionally attributed to
supernatural causes. Thus, the building of churches and
schools also matched with the construction of health centres
(Mbakwe 2005).The focus on Okonko society is instructive
because it is the pivot of this work. The missionaries were
averse to bi-membership of Christianity and Okonko society, prohibited” (Offiong 1998).

This rule, as laid down by the missionaries was Jboland, such associations include “Umuada”, “Nze”
B vehemently refuted as the people believed that the secret or zeji," “Ozo', “Isi Nwanjoku” and “Okonko”. ,Thése’
mystery of Okonko had been revealed to women and non- e and they remain the power of the community
members by those who got converted to Christianity. In spite of ifunction. According to Ayandele (1991),every
the missionaries' effort to discourage initiation, a good number fése societies was expected tobe a man or \A;oman
of people still joined either because of threat and pressure from and integrity “who must confide absolutely in all
their family or society, or because they wanted to hold nd help members in distress."Okonko society in
important positions in the town. Joining the ancestral society Of semi-religious character, it has a standard code,

{

A

|

IN IGBO SOCIETY

50 iety in general is made up of individuals or group of
I8 who contribute to the general well-being of the
ty. In traditional society, no individual exists alone
porately. He or she owes his/her existence to other
lgdmg .thpse of past generations and his/her *
raries. Wlthl‘n the large corporate society are also
"atlons, guilds, groups or simply societies (Awolalu
“u_2_0(_J5). They are termed “closed associationsfor
‘lﬁmtlatlon oracceptance into the society is not opento
d .Ot_he( ldl_osyncrasies of such associations are “the
Special insignia, a hierarchy of ranked grades that
he allocation of authority... from which the non-

m
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of Okonko
Like so many societies in the world, the origin of Okonko
ty is shrouded in mystery and obscurity. The exact period
jate that the society originated in Igboland is not known.
heads of families and elders in Igboland today cannot give
storical origin of Okonko. They are contented with saying
he society was in existence even before their forefathers.
er, some elders argued that Okonko society came into
in an attempt to put a stop to community conflicts, inter-
wars and eventually create peaceful coexistence among
» and neighbors. According to James (1976),the people
2d that warfare was incompatible with trade, the Aros used
konko society in order to win the co-operation of different
unities.
 From another angle, prominent elders from Ohafia,
‘and Ikwuano areas of Abia State strongly opined that
o was derived from Ekpe society of the Efik-Ibibio.
¢ originated in the Ekot areas, and by early part of the
enth century, it had spread to the Cross River territory. Itis
hat Ekpe diffused into Arochukwu, a neighboring group
it was known as Okonko during the same period. From
tkwu Okonko spread to other parts of Igboland.
In the light of the above, Ekpe society migrated into
id as Okonko, spreading to almost all communities of
d that have “ndeewo” and” mmamma’ as their forms of
gs. It is to be noted here that early members of Okonko
ssociated with the Long-juju of Arochukwu. According to
srg (1975),“members visited Arochukwu so that the
yould solve such problems as “poor crops”,continued
epidemics and lack of children.”A middle opinion on the

guarded. The influence and power of Okonko society over |
affairs and conduct of people in Igbo communities where th
function are well known. The society determines ritual behavid
and social practices in most parts of Igboland. The nature @
dynamism of Okonko society have religious and ethie
contents. Butt Thompson's observation supports these no
features of Okonko. He said thatthe initiates are“taught pride
their ancestry, the pride that is the foundation of most religion
ancient and modern, civilized or barbaric, the pride that fost
admiration and reverence, and suggests regulations for |
conduct oflife,...” (Thompson 1970).

This means that the nature and frame-work of activill
of Okonko society are well known to allin the communities. |
whole range of its functions makes it the cohesive, soolul
religious and political force in many places. Okonko
‘connected with the ancestors. These connections @
described as “idammiri’, “ikpuulo” and “idamboké
respectively. They represent the accumulation of a peoplé!
wisdom and identity. Thus, Okonko society becomes |
objective manifestation of the reality of rationality of the Ighd
Without Okonko a people will be withouta name.

culture. It is an integral element that exists and operd
presently to give meaning to real people. It contains functio
values for various communities in Igboland and for |
adherents. Itis within this functional framework that the Fath
of Vatican Il Council (1965) noted that «__other religions whit
are found throughout the world attempt in their own ways

h rts of men by out-lining @ program of life coverl Lk X
g b S b nd history of Okonko society claims that the local agents

doctrine, moral precepts, and sacred rites”.For Chrisll a-iujtt of Arochukwu were pioneers o -
igi articularly R Catholic Church in Igboland, s TG onko society.
religon; pAItCU R SamE ) 8 \ re called “Enyi Ndi Aro”, friends of the Aros. ltis Ql*aimed

challenges raised by this teaching in the face of Okonko socl 1

meed not be traumatic. Itis rather, to my opinion, an invitationl Igbo quarters, that the Aros gave them a secret symbol

a Christian constructive and engaging encounter wi ko called “Ngbara” which empowered them to form the

. AL and Okonko society in particul ntheir localities (Abadist 1954).
traditional societies in generai an aHp e ‘The founder of Okonko in each Igbo community was

zed as the President or “Eze Ngbara”. The president

142 k 143
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presided over the weekly meetings of the society and regulated
its affairs with the multi-titled holders constituting the second
rank in Okonko society (Abadist 1954).In all analysis, the
consensus opinion about the origin of Okonko in Igboland {4
that the society sprouted from among the free-born as a
platform of social, economic, political and religious
metamorphoses. The society existed and still is a formal
society in Igboland permeated by a sense of mystery. Just like
the descriptions Laye (1981) gave to a coherent society with @
consistent manner of life, Okonko society is a society whosa
origins “are incapable of explanation”.

Religious and Social Functions

All households and lineage in Igboland have their owl -

heads. Most, if not all of such heads,are elderly men and

staunch members of Okonko society. This informed the reaso
why Onyejekwe (2003) described Okonko society ai
indispensable in the daily governance of communities
Igboland. He strongly submitted that, Okonko was a powerful
institution, which dominated the government of the community.
During the pre-colonial and colonial eras, Okonko promulgated
laws, enforced laws and order and performed thefunction of
social control, it employed different techniques to enforce its

rules and regulations.
Okonko served and still

spiritual world and interpret it to the people.”Therefore, amon

. the religious and social functions of Okonko is the settlement 0
important disputes in various Igbo communities. When there I
a religious or social matter at stake, threatening community
stability, Okonko members would assemble at the village
square or at the “Obi” to listen to the matter. Decision of

judgment s decided according to customand tradition.

Against this background, llogu (1980) wrote that, “the

144

functions as the principal
means of communicating with supernatural beings and the
ancestors with the purpose of maintaining religious and socil
stability in Igboland. Offiong (1989) puts this point thus: “The
Okonko is an attempt to reduce the all pervading spiritual world
to an organization in which a few selected men can contact the

Q/ﬂ'he Age of Cultural Hybridisation: A Case Study of Okonko Society vis-a-vis Christianity in Igboland

things that are publicly judged include “aru” which are
! _tth"e ea_rth goddess believed to bring disintegration to the
na’, _v1l|age or town such as murder of a fellow
nan, incest, stealing of yam especially by... titled person.
0 society, no doubt, had the most powerful administrative
K in Igboland. Before any major feast or initiation
ony 1_n.lgl_)oland , the “eze Okonko” makes sacrifices to the
“Spmt inviting her to grace the occasion with her
e. He_er. presence is believed to be inevitable if the
ny or lpltlation is to be successful. The Okonko society
forms immersion ritual on behalf of the community. The
Nity passes through such a cleansing process in order
i@ evil things and sins of the community to be forgiven.
gious duty is often carried out, by the Okonko society, at
ning of the planting season. '
The religious and social functions carried out by the
‘ ,cu::-ty give the people a sense of reassurance that all
n in the community.lt is also the Okonko society that
the date and manner in which the new yam festival
brated w_ithin the year. The new yam festival is an
L | and social ceremony designed to rejoice together
0d hawegt:lt is also put in place by the Okonko society
to the spirit in charge of yam, to be equally propitious
2ason. Until this ritual is carried out by Okonko society,

z legst theoretically, are not eaten. The ceremony is’
te involving sacrifices to the “ahianjoku”, the yam
I these, the Okonko Society features prominently
89). Okonko society also excommunicated people in
 cases. The person is outlawed, banished and sent
Iry exile (Achebe 1981).
p!tg Western education and the influence of
eligion in Igboland, the functions and activities of
siety are still celebrated with zeal. Though these are
h.modiﬂcations, the secret symbol and mysteries
jociety remain a matter of pastoral concern for the

urches. Today, even though membership in Okonko
tory, young men still look up to membership. A lot of
uneasy until their male children indicate interest

145 ;
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and are initiated into Okonko society. paration for the advent of Christian religion in Africa in

feral and Igboland in particular. In the theory and practice of

CONCLUSION ol ko society, as this paper has highlighted, God was ahead

Of all the societies in Igboland, Okonko has the ca
place of importance in the lives and affairs of every free |
male adult in the land. Okonko covers the traditional, relig
and social lives of the Igbos prior to the advent of Wasl
Culture and Christianity. The society is primarily a so
political, religious and judicial organization, established fof
purpose of maintaining justice, peace and order in Igbaly
This means that Okonko Society had the effect of prevaly
crime in the community. It was a vital society that reassured
rest of the populace concerning the enforcement of custo
laws, especially inland matters and marriage cases.

Yet discussing the signs and counter signs in Chrls
life in Africa, a former Duff Lecturer insisted that “howes
anxious a missionary maybe to appreciate and rel
indigenous social and moral values, in the case of religion, :
has to be ruthless..., he must admit and even emphasiza |l 'ENCES
the religion he teaches is opposed to the existing one and Il .
one has to cede to the other” (Westermann 1973).Th
submissions by Westermann (1973), a German missio
scholar, today captures the relationship between Okall
Society and Christianity in Igboland.

Some indigenous clergy, zealous and committed
pleasing their European masters, see Okonko society as
institution that should be completely eliminated. According
them, “giving” the new means taking away the old. It has ta
the intervention of another scholar of missionary expansiof|
Cragg (1968), to raise the question: “if the old is taken awa i
whom is the new given?” From all these and what is on gro
in Igboland, one is firmly moved to state that Christianity cari
succeed in enthroning God's kingdom if it ignores the impacl
“Okonkonism” in the lives of Igbo Christians. “Okonkonism"|
manifestation of Igbo race's search for God.

This means that Okonko society was a providerl

Jession to the Christian religion are also the areas of the
hest concentration of the old traditional religion.

- Okonko society in Igboland is thus, a significant factor
the immense Christian presence should not ignore. The
r h has a lot to learn from the Okonko society especially in

Hfore, this paper advocates that African Bishops and
§ drop their negative views oftheir own culture and
Ous history. This will be the beginning of the enormous task
d in the area of inter-religious dialogue with Afrel and
1ating the gospel in Okonko society of Igboland.
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& CHAPTER8 L

RELIGION, CULTURE AND SOCIAL LIFE
IN TRADITIONAL IGBO SOCIETY

Prof. Emele M. Uka

- -B. Tylor defines culture as "that complex whole
- Which includes knowledge, beliefs, and morals, law,
1d any other capabilities and habits acquired by man
ber of society" (Tylor 1871:1). Thus culture consists
fart and music, but also of the values and norms
2 by, their language, and religion. It is a learned
ach individual is born into a group which already
Culture. This culture is transmitted to the individual
Arning process referred to as socialization. Culture is
ned, it is also shared. Culture is an attribute of a
‘than an individual. According to Clyde Kluckhohn:
llture is learned by individuals as the result

]
M

i
| WN
1l

\

|

|
|

w

M

a

|

stitutes that part of learned behavior which
hared by others. It is one of the most ¥
ortant factors which permit us to live

her in an organized society, giving us
-made solutions to our problems, helping

0 predict the behavior of others, and
itting others to know what to expect from
luckhohn 1949:32-33). .
ople's total "life way”, their "design for living," their

, believing, and feeling (Kluckhohn 1949:32-33).

8 the group's knowledge stored in its memories,

149

148




