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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

External Influences on Traditional Burial Practices in Idoma

ABDULMALIK ADAKOLE AMALI

2]

Department of the Performing Arts University of Ilorin Email: amali.aa@unilorin.edu.ng

Abstract

The Idoma people believe that death is inevitable but not a final end; rather, it is the beginning of a journey to a final
resting place. Burials are performed with culturally guided
of a deceased person is regarded as a right for the dead and itis a collaborative responsibility of the family, relatives,
friends and the community as the case may be. This paper adapted the descriptive and analytical research methods
complemented with data obtained from relevant articles, published works, books and internet sources. Findings in
give the Idoma people their essence and value, and also
contribute to the appreciation and meaning of the afterlife of the dead. This study concludes that apart from helping
to create an understanding of afterlife of the dead, burial practices give an interpretation of the life of people in
relation to handling the remains of the deceased. It is recommended that there should be a check on the intrusions of
foreign influences by looking at what brought them into being, their effect and the way to merge the two without

this paper are that the burial practices contribute to

bringing any form of ignominy to the people.

Keywords: Afterlife, Foreign, Practices, Intrusions and Dead.

rules and procedures. The preparation and burial rituals

Introduction

Life and death is a continuous process. The two
check each other to bring balance to nature. The
belief that death is a transit to another lifeora
transformation from the physical to the spirit is
practised and believed in almost all cultures and
religion worldwide. In the Igbo culture
according to Ikwuemesi and Onwuegbuna
(2017, p.2) death and funerals "provide a
platform on which the end of one life is
commemorated and a new beginning in the
otherworld is proclaimed". This is in line with
the Idoma society, most societies, and religions
that also believe that human death does not
mean an end to life because man has an activity
awaiting him, which must be brought to being
through death. The fear of death is common
among all humans but it is a well-known
certainty that, once alive, death is an inevitable
experience. Death is regarded as the only path
way to the great journey to a final resting place
of all humans. From the realistic perspective, to
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be alive is a privilege while to die is a natural
phenomenon. Life must be given up to get the
final satisfaction of comfort or punishment
depending for the activities of the individual
while alive. The reward of a human, it =
believed, is crowned after death. Death i
perceived as a ticket to another life.

Furthermore, it is a common belief among
various religions, cultures and traditions that
when a person dies, he/she can reincarnate,
become a spirit, go straight to hell or heaven or
stay in purgatory before going to hell or heaven,
depending on the system of belief. Whichever
way, he/she does not die, he/she only transits

and it is this transition that is celebrated im

different ways and styles depending on the
culture and religious belief which are direct
symbioses of each other.

Burial culture is cherished worldwide ané
practised in various ways that are considered
appropriate either according to laid dowm
dogmatic traditions or religious principles.
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Okpalaeke (2018, p.75) agrees that:

burial and funeral practices, the world
all over, remains an age long
phenomenon, cutting across various
soCieties irrespective of race or
geographical location. Funeral
practices, as a matter of fact, constitute
itself a fundamental element of cultural
heritage practiced by all and sundry
from ancient to contemporary times.

These principles are also very prominent
amongst the Idoma people. In Idoma culture
like in most parts of the world, burial is made to
serve as the proper channel to guide the dead
soul to the right place of abode where he will get
the desired comfort in the world of the dead as
imagined by his living relatives, community and
all human race. More importance is attached to
death than when a child is born in Idoma
society. Itisbelieved that the family that a child
has come to is already known, but where the
dead are going is unknown to all and therefore
necessitates a duty to ensure that all is put in
proper perspective for a better life in the
hereafter of the deceased.

The burial rituals are performed according
to the cultural perception and beliefs of the
people. In Idoma culture, the corpse is prepared
to allow the spirit free from the body for the
transitional journey. These are done with rules
with consideration for age, sex or type of death.
All the rules are carefully followed as the living
relatives of the dead make sure that everything is
properly done in accordance with the laid down
rules and laws. This is believed will ease the
power over the living and can influence
positively or negatively the happenings in the
human world. In Idoma society, more respect is
given to the death of the elderly because of the
belief in their immortality, that is, their having
the ability to reincarnate as masquerades.
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The Concept of Death in Idoma Culture _
The Idoma people believe that death empowers
a man to a higher realm between the living and
the dead where he assumes the spirit being and
becomes all-seeingand all-knowingwith powers
and the possibilities to do both evil and good in
the human world. This power, however, is not
equated to that of the Almighty God. When
someone dies in Idoma society, he is said to have
gone home to rest (ole tole) or he has gone to the
hand of his father to be with him (oi itabo ka
danu). Though there is wailing and mourning at
the death of someone, it is believed that the spirit
has gone to a place full of peace and love where
all things work well. In Idoma culture, it is
believed that someone does not just die on his
free will; hence, there is usually an inquest
(Ikpelokwu) on the death of any Idoma to
ascertain the cause.

Idoma people believe that the dead have the
powers to come back to life inform of
reincarnation in human form with the power to
choose a family of their choice or as a
masquerade. When a man dies in Idoma
tradition, he is not buried immediately. The
body is preserved to be laid in state and proper
rites are performed. There are exceptions: where
the deceased is a small child or a young adult,
they are buried immediately. In a circumstance
where the person dies of a disease considered to
be bad like leprosy or an ailment that is strange
to the people, such burials take place at night.
An Idoma who has killed his fellow Idoma man
is also not entitled to be given a befitting burial.
It is an unforgiving taboo for an Idoma to kill a
fellow Idoma no matter the degree of hatred
between them.

Idoma Traditional Burial Rites

When an Idoma dies, it is a must and the right of
the dead to be accorded a specific treatment as a
passage rite to enhance his eternal journey. This
rite, as Iyeh (2010, p. 14) states in sitting Huet et
al,, "marks the passage from one state of
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existence to another". Death in Idoma culture is
classified into three major categories and the
type of laws guiding the burial proceeding for
proper clarification dnd understanding of the

subject matter.

1. Typeof death

2. Ageof thediseased

3. Positionand status of the diseased
4. Sexofthedisease

The first thing put into consideration when there
is death in Idoma society is the cause of the
death. This is the determinant factor on how,
when, and where the body is buried just like the
Igbo culture where:

death is an important threshold in the
journey towards one's ancestors, how
one gets to that threshold is very
important. This brings up the issues of
'good life' and 'good death'. The quality
of life and death is important because
existence in the other world is but a
continuation of this one. Deathisonlya
bridge between the two worlds,
marking the transition from anammadu
(land of the living) to,anammoo (land
of the spirits) (Ikwuemesi &
Onwuegbuna, 2017, p 4).

This type of culture is also predominant among
the Urhobo people just like their Idoma, Igbo
and other:

counterparts in other parts of Africa
thus believe in different types of death
such as mature, premature and
abominable death. For them death does
not occur without a particular cause,
some of the causes of death according
to the Urhobo are old age, witchcraft,
accident or sickness and abomination
(Idogho, 2015, p.70). ‘
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In Idoma culture it is only when a death is
considered to be good by society that the
deceased can then be given a befitting burial. If
the diseased is confirmed to have died a bad
death, s/he is usually buried at night without
any form of burial site. It is forbidden for people
to cry for such death as itis regarded as a relief to
the family and the community at large. The
properties are thrown far away or buried to
prevent contamination. It is considered as an ill
wind to the community and sacrifices are made
to prevent a T€OCCUITENCe. If it is a child, he is
buried immediately after the confirmation of
death. No special material is required for the
burial.

In Idoma culture, unlike their Tiv
neighbours who have a contrary cultural
practice, when someone dies, he 1s not buried
with his properties Or materials that are
associated with him while alive. Ademiluka
(2009, p.14) attests to this thus: "The Tiv do not
have this practice. They do not bury people with
goods for they believe, among other reasons,
that it may cause another death in the family". In
Idoma culture as well as Igbo, Yoruba, Igala and
a host of other cultures in Nigeria, Egyptand the
rest of Africa; whena man dies he is buried with
his valuable properties such as clothing, and
jewelry and in situations where the deceased isa
warrior or a hunter he is buried with weapons
such as gun, bows and arrows or any material
deemed useful to accompany him to the next life
to make things pleasurable for him.

Furthermore, if the deceased is an adult, the
way he is to be buried is determined by his
activity in the community and the status he has
attained. If it is a woman, she is taken to her
father's compound for all the rites to be
performed and buried. It is important to note

“that in Idoma culture all corpses are buried in

their father's compound including married
women who have died in their husband's

houses. The case where the body of the deceased”

is not found his Afaya (belongings) is brought to
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her father's compound for burial. The Idoma
culture does not believe in burying an Idoma
away from home.

"Women do not take part in core burial
activities. When a woman dies, the only role
women play is to bath the corpse, dress her and
stay with her while she lies in state. After this, the
men take control of all other activities till she is
buried. It is forbidden for women in Idoma land
to see a corpse lifted into the ground or be at the
burial site. As earlier mentioned, when a man
dies in Idoma society, his activity in the society
contributes to a laige extent to how he is buried,
sometimes his financial status, but this does not
have as much impact as the societies or cult he
belongs to and the heroic achievement to the
society.

In the circumstance when a king or a warrior
dies, the death is announced with the (Agidigbe)
the stilt drum or the (Opo) horn and there is a
potpourri of entertainment and performance of
masquerades. Ifan elderly man, he
automatically qualifies to be buried by the
Achukwu cult exclusively for men and the
Ichicha society which are only for elderly
people. The Ichicha society comprises male and
female, who perform at the wake and take part
in the burial rites. An elderly dead man also
qualifies to be reincarnated into the Alekwu
masquerade if he has living male and female
children. The body is prepared and dressed up in
the best clothing he has or the one that can be
bought. He is placed in a sitting position in the
Ttakpa in his compound while his living wife or
wives, and female relatives sit around him
chanting praises of his past achievements and
good wishes on his transitional journey. The
Alekwu masquerade comes to bid him a final
welfare from the land of the living and welcome
him to the land of the dead. His body is taken
straight from the Itakpa and buried. In Idoma
land an elderly person is never buried in a coffin.
He is wrapped with an Opa a blde black hand-
woven cotton cloth which he reincarnates with
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as the Alekwu costume. Male and female are
buried with the Opa cloth but it is only the male
that can reincarnate as an Alekwu masquerade
or be buried by the Achukwu masquerade cultas
it is forbidden for women to be part of Alekwu
or Achukwu. :

New Burial Trends and Influencing Factors on
Idoma Culture
When it comes to death, the Idoma people are

_strongly rooted in their beliefs, the culture of life

after death, and the need to give the dead a
befitting burial which will be an honour to the
living relatives and making life easier for the
dead in the new world. "Their belief in an
unending existence in the next life . . . to ensure
an honourable place for the dead in the spirit
world", is core (Izunwa, 2016, p.128). However,
this tradition and cultural practices have been
seriously influenced and adulterated to a very
significant level. The influx of new practices has
reduced the traditional value and meaning the
Idoma society and culture attaches to burial
tradition practices. The Idoma people are a
minority tribe in the lower river basin in the
present-day middle belt region of Benue State
Nigeria bordered by large ethnic groups such as
the Igbos, Tivs and the Igala. The proximity of
these large groups has resulted in the
importation of new religious beliefs, ideas and
culture which are contrary to the Idoma
ideology, beliefs and practices.

The traditional practices are being replaced
by these influences as it is notuncommon to find
in any part of Idoma that the traditional wake of
various cultural troupes have by now been
replaced with young men and women playing
modern party music. The performance of the
Ichicha at the wake of the elderly is almost none
existent and if found at all isa mockery of itself
with young people whose ages were once
regarded as a taboo to be members. The death of
an elderly person has become a venue to show
affluence as the family members display the

191



ABDULMAUKADAKOLEAMALI

External Influences on Traditional Burial Practices in Idoma

most expensive coffin for him to be buried in.
The traditional final farewell/ welcome ritual by
Alekwu which was a rite for every adult male or
femnale who has a living male and female child
has almost been abolished as it is being seen as
fetish and iristead replaced by prayers in the
various faith of the diseased family's choice. The
reincarnation of the dead inform of Alekwu is
almost none existent as it is now regarded as
idolatry. The elderly are buried at anytime that
suits the relatives and the necessary rite to enable
them reincarnate as Alekwu is scantly practised.
The traditional aura and respect accorded to the
diseased is gone as bodies are carried in all kinds
of manners by rented undertakers. They carry
the casket with the dead, dancingand tossing the
corpse around from seat to seat and in some
instances demanding for money tobe thrown on
the casket. The burial ceremony has become a
mockery of itself without having an identity. It

" contains every other culture with Idoma culture

being a mirage.

Conclusion

The typical African life is communal and all
activities are done with the sole aim of
consideration for the comfort of one another in
terms of happiness and grief. The Idoma
society, as 1S typical of an African communal
habitation, has structured its burials to take care
and comfort both the living and the dead. The

" community needs to be enlightened that a

people without culture and tradition are a
people without an identity as Ezeajugh (2004,
p.120) agrees that culture is "the basis of the
structure, stability and security that both
individuals and a society must possess if they are
to maintain themselves in a social setting.
Culture provides this foundation because it is
dynamic and develops along the line of self-
society survival".

There is need to understand thatas change is
constant so also is the need to maintain the past
so that the people are not lost in the wind of
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change. The need to understand the '‘complex
diverse societies in which people have come
from across the many different parts and
radaptation Of culture containing ideas and
techniques for responding to changes of day-
today human experience (Akong'a, 2003, p 26)
is of great importance to understand that culture
can be modernized but still retain its originality
and identity. Etuk (1999, p. 168) perfectly sums
it that it is a banality to state that every culture of
the world has its own tradition. He further
emphasized that even those we look up 1o, like
the British, as a people are steeped in their
imperial traditions while the Americans will
always cling to their pragmatic roOfs. He
concludes thatitis alsoa truism to say that there
can be no present which is not informed by the
past.

The burial culture, like other aspects of
African culture, is dying away. The African
Christians due to Western civilization and the
attitude of Christianity towards African Culture
which greatly discourages "mourning is based
on the belief in the resurrection of the body (1
Thess. 4: 13-18) and the fact that many African
funeral rites are inseparable from African
Traditional Religion, (Ademiluka, 2009, p. 18)"
have greatly affected the belief in the traditional
burial practices.

Whichever culture we adopt, we should
always bear it in mind that it is still patent to
where it is borrowed from and the ability to
maintain ours will give us our uniqueness in the
test of time. A creative blend of what is good
from others to strengthen ours and having the
final output still toned with our ideas and
ideology will be significant to our culture,
tradition, and existence asa people.
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