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Abstract

QOz¢ society constitutes a well-structured and highly esteemed
social stratum, which recognizes and places a member belonging
to the group at a status much higher than the social level of his age
or other mates in society. The Qzo ex-cathedra, are supreme in
matters affecting the progress and well-being of all the
communities in general. The findings of this study discovered that
the Qzo title taking in the present times has been modified or
Christened to exclude what was considered as fetish practices in
order that Christians may participate in the exercise. Following
this development, the study x-rays this modification and its
relevance in promoting the Igbo traditional/Western religio-
cultural assimilation. To achieve this task, the study adopted the
primary and secondary sources of data collection with historical
method of data analysis.
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Introduction

Ozo title-taking through varied stages and processes, elevates
aspirants into the different classes of the nze-na- ¢z society who,
indeed, are bona fide members of the respective ozo titled groups.
This organization is heterogeneous in character in the sense that
members from the different classes of the ¢zo title systems are
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accommodated therein to form a unified central body for the
purposes of speaking with one voice in critical issues.

Titles and title-takings are integral components of the social
life of the Igbo community. Both physical human beings (males)
and prominent shrines (alusi) can take up the ¢zo title in a manner
prescribed by the law of the land also in consultations with
appropriate oracles. Title-taking procedures are essentially similar
among the Igbo but with some variations in nomenclatures and
manners of approach.

Ozo is an honourable title given to men comparable to
knighthood in Christendom. The Qzo titled man is expected to live
above the common weaknesses of the ordinary person. As a result,
he is highly admired and respected. One of his great hallmarks is
truthfulness. The Ozo is expected at all times to stand on justice.
These virtues can as well be regarded as part of Christian ethics.

However, the ozo title-taking in the present times has been
christened and modified to exclude what may be regarded as fetish
in order that Christians may participate in the exercises. Egudu,
2021 reporting the  meeting held with the then Archbishop of
Onitsha, Charles Heery about the mid 1950’s, reported the Catholic
Church’s stance after modifying the institution by removing some
restrictions, the Christians of Roman Catholic denomination were
permitted to be initiated into the ozo title society. It is in the light
of this modification that this study x-rayed the Christian response
vis-a-vis the Catholic church in regulating the ozo institution in
Igboland.

This signals the point of contact between Christianity and the
Traditional Religion as expressed in the QOzo Institution. Ozo title
is one of the most prestigious institutions the Igho people cannot
do away with. It is an institution that seeks to build the society’s
economic, ethical and moral values. The church in its attempt to
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sanitize the institution, jettisoned what they considered as
“idolatrous practices” in the institution to enable the Christians
partake in the process. According to Egudu (2021), the quest for
achievement is a part of the basic tenets of Christianity which is
anchored in love and basic impulse behind man’s ceaseless
struggles in life. It promotes truthfulness, justice, uprightness
among others.

Therefore, it becomes necessary to ask if the Igbo culture did

not have the flexibility to go through the huge cultural changes and
influence and still retain some of its core features. In what way can
Christianity, being a major religion in Nigeria be an asset in Igho
culture to resist Western negative influences? Can Christianity
really enhance the Igbo culture and improve on their values?
In Igboland, QOzo is the greatest achievement an average man can
attain. QOzo title confers on the recipient, honour and responsibility.
Current researches show that Ozo title marks a high social status
which consciously imparts in the society. The principles are found
embedded in and assiduously struggled for in order to be attained.
Generally, in Igboland, Ozo title is conferred to people who have
good moral and ethical orientation. It is expensive such that it is
mainly affordable to those who are wealthy enough to meet up with
the demands of the title.

Igbo culture amidst Christianity and Westernization

The introduction of Christianity in Igboland brought about the
exposure to new forms of life and changes to Igho people’s world
views. In spite of this development, there has been resilience of
Igbo culture despite of western cultural influences. Apparently, it
is also obvious that Christianity has been an asset in Igbo culture
to resist western negative influences. Is could also be said that
with the huge influences from Western (Christian) cultures, the
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Igbo identity is no more visible. Based on the findings, among the
Igbo people of south-eastern Nigeria, Igbo culture remains the
bedrock upon which interpersonal relationships are formed despite
incursions of western ideologies. This paper observed that the Igho
people have shown resilience in their identity in a multicultural
global world.

According to llogu (1974), Western names such as Joseph,
Mark, Henry, were given to people through baptism to transform
them from “heathen” to “Christians”. In marriage, monogamy was
introduced in place of the predominant polygamy. Knighthood was
introduced to replace QOzo institution. Ekechi (1997) states that
“with the introduction of modern Western cultural modes of
dressing, traditional decorations, drawings and paintings as well as
women beautifications with camwood (uri), and red dynes (uhie),
were considered unfit for Christians”. This exposure to new forms
of life and the possibilities it offered brought drastic changes to
people*s world views.

The advent of Christianity in Igboland meant the introduction
of a Christian world view. The religious beliefs, practices, and the
provision of social services of this immigrant religion have impact
on the religious and cultural life of the traditional communities.
Christianity at times has undermined some of the traditional
religious and cultural values which have fostered peaceful co-
existence over the years. The Igbo have embraced Christianity and
western culture which have displaced the traditional religion in its
organized form yet the traditional religious beliefs and practices
still rule the minds of many Igbo Christians. One of such beliefs
and practices that have survived the onslaught of the forces of
change in Igboland is the belief in deities.

Mbiti (1969) states that “deities though in retreat are very
much alive. The average Igbo Christian would not normally
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participate in the public worship of deities but would resort to
deities for help when difficult life situations such as illness,
misfortunes, deaths, barrenness, present themselves for solutions.
“In this situation, culture clash is inevitable as the dominant culture
strives to “over throw the recessive culture” (p.8). As conflict
emerges, new modes of behaviour and lifestyle emerge which
result in new identity. One of the major effects of this in this recent
time is the resilience of Igbo culture. Alongside Christianity is the
Igbo traditional religion (ITR) with a belief system that governs
ethics and morality among much of the population. Christianity
was inherited as a form of achievement that abolished “twin killing
and human sacrifices.

According to Onwu (2005), “Christianity introduced
education, built hospitals and charity homes. Christianity
decreased superstition, increased and re-shaped the Igbo world
view” (p.51). Ekpunobi and Ezeaku (2011) notated that: Some
aspects of the traditional values and morality have been influenced
by the processes of modernity that are passing through the African
societies. Some values and morality are wearing new frames in
order to grapple with the increasing socio-religious problems of the
contemporary society. Christianity, with its message of hope and
humanitarian concern attracted many Igbo people. The social
security and human development that emerged at the time through
education were all well attractive. The new possibilities ushered in
by Christianity made people to embrace the missionaries without
thinking of the implication it might have on them. The extent to
which such western ideologies and their inherent traits of
superiority have spawn conflicts with the outcome including
destabilization of the economic, political and religious lives of the
people.
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The paper will show how Christianity could be an asset in Igho
culture to improve their social institutions one of which being Ozo
institution. It is the intent of this paper to demonstrate how the
church vis-a-vis Roman Catholic church have impacted on Igbo
culture positively. Though the Igbo traditional religion was passed
on to succeeding generations, but the advent of Christianity in
Igboland had some influence on the traditional beliefs (Talbot,
1969).

Moreover, before the advent of Christianity, Africans were
noted for their deep knowledge of God. Mbiti (1969) writes that
“Africans are notoriously religious™. This could be seen from the
fact that they believe in the existence of the supreme God —
“Chukwu or Chineke* (Great God) and other minor gods whom
they take to be the messengers of the supreme God, or who acts as
intermediaries between man and the supreme God. They held
“Chukwu " 50 high and cannot approach him directly and as such
go through the deities. Deities are regarded as God’s
representatives on earth. Some of these deities according to
Otteberg (1958) are regarded “as the personification of
phenomena such as rivers, hills, lightening and farms®. Different
names are given by the people of Igboland for the deities in the
pantheon. llogu (1974) recognizes four major deities in the
pantheon of Igbo god. They are; “Anyanwu‘ (the sun god), “Igwe
(the sky god), “Amadioha” (god of thunder and lightning), and “Ala
or Ani* (the earth goddess). Individuals worship the Supreme
Being through their small deities and ancestors. Thus, the existence
of many local deities in Igbo religion does not define their religion
as polytheism. These deities have shrines, priests, and religious
festivals as part of their worship. Igbo traditional religion involves
several sacrifices, rituals, and initiations such as initiation into the
masquerade court, the Ozo institution, Nze title, Ichie/oha/elders
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council. (Tolbot 1967, Isichie, 2004). There are relationships
between the gods, oracles, and divination (Ogbaa, 1992, Iroegbu,
2009), such as Amadioha (god of thunder), Ogwugwu,
Ahiajoku/Ifejioku (yam goddess), Chiokike (god the creator).

The advent of Christianity has brought most of these gods and

their worship to an end (llogu,
1996). The dibia (diviners) play important roles in Igbo religion
and spirituality. Orji (2007) “explores the Dibia in historical
contexts as priests, healers and diviners. They together with the
chief priest (onye isi ala/ Eze mmuo) are intermediaries between
the gods (spirits) and the people (humans)”(p.41). A distinct
feature of the Igbo civilization is the absence of any formal,
centralized political authority. According to llogu (1974), “they
have egalitarian and republican structure with sub-groups and
recognize the council of elders as the highest decision-making
body who are the custodians of Ofo (symbol of authority)”(p.6).
Land is the source of economic existence of the Igboand is shared
among patrilineal lines. There are communal and individual
ownership of land.  Igbo people also engage in commerce,
craftsmanship and trade. The social life of the Igbo people is built
on core values and ethics such as taboos, sacrileges, equality, and
honesty. Certain rituals are performed in course of reconciliation,
where if the offence is outrageous, the defaulter is utterly banished
such as killing of human beings. They place high premium on male
children as custodians of culture and inhabitants of the “obi*
(homestead). Igbo culture venerates nature which is believed to be
inter-connected with “Chiokike* (god the creator).

As Katherine (2001) notes, “there is a strong Igbo belief that
the spirits of one’s ancestors keep a constant watch over them, the
living show appreciation for the dead and run to them for future
wellbeing” (p.4).  The Igbo people worship “Chukwu® and
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deserves to have their religious life correctly identified and labelled
on their own cultural terms and relatives. It is therefore imperative
to reflect on how Christianity helped Igbo religious ideologies to
embrace change and continuity in their social and religious
institutions.

The gz¢ traditional institution in Igboland

The Ozo institution in Igboland is one of the most enduring
traditional institutions of Igbo society. The Igbo were organized
in a non-centralized system whereby the traditional rulers of the
different clans formed the highest political authorities in Igbo
villages. (Afigbo, 1980). These were seen as the symbols of the
people’s past, custodians of their history and upholders and
preservers of their culture and customs, epitome of cultural norms
and values of the society such as truth, discipline, courage and
responsibility and so on. (Emordi and Osiki 2008). It has
frequently been falsely said that traditional institutions (Qz¢ and
traditional rulers are fetish cultural practices, or are undergoing
struggles for relevance and survival in contemporary Igbo politics.
The position here is that traditional Ozo institution is never fetish
in nature. It has always been relevant and has survived a lot of
organized efforts to scrap it completely. Traditional institutions are
very relevant in Igbo society but what it is clamouring for is
constitutional role and recognition.

Despite this, traditional Qz¢ institution has continued to
exercise considerable influence and play active role in the political
administration at all levels of Igbo world. For instance, in settling
disputes among individuals in a community, such differences are
mostly settled by the Ozo title holders. The study argues that the
continued relevance of the Qzo title holders are very significant
because their authority and legitimacy are derived from the
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people’s traditions and customs (Ashiru,2010). (Qzo occupied
important positions among the peoples of Igbo land. Their
positions were sanctioned by the traditions, history and culture of
their respective communities who held them in high esteem and
reverence (Amusa, 2010).

There is no gainsaying that one important feature of culture is
that it is dynamic. Culture and traditions change as the socio-
economic and other needs of a society change. A tradition suited
for that society would need to be evolved. No culture is a finished
product. It therefore follows that both the Igbo culture and Western
culture must learn from each other. Ekechi, (1997) observed that
some Christians were backsliding to idol worship as the social
status they expected to gain from the new religion became
unachievable. Some recreated new shrines and objects of worship
as they had thrown away the ones they had before baptism. Some
who dismissed their wives recalled them and also renewed the Ozo
title that they renounced. Not only that they returned to traditional
religion, but also they remained there as “baptized pagans”
answering Christian names”. Instead of denigrating the traditional
culture, it would have helped the traditional systems to throw away
the bath water while retaining the baby.

The response of the church as regards to QOzo institution,
however, is that of reform in repositioning the concept of change
and diversity as a means by which the Igbo peoples embraced the
expansion and change that resulted in cultural clash as the
dominant culture strives to dislodge the recessive culture. Instead
of condemning the practices without due regard to the values
intrinsic in them, the church vis-a-vis the Catholic denomination
have strived to establish commissions and centers for cultural
studies in which relevant experts participate. In this way the core
traditional values including the Q:zo title institution would be

41 Copyright @ Ezenwa-Ohaeto Resource Centre, Awka, Nigeria



Nwokocha & Nnatuanya Preorcjah Vol. 9, 2024

preserved and enhanced. Although it seems that westernization and
Christianity have “overthrown” all traditional Igbo cultures,
evidence indicate that some core features of these cultures like Ozo
system have remained very significant.

The rituals of mkpu-gze
The rituals of Nkpu-Qzo is the hall mark of Ozo-taking in Igboland.
The rituals are considered fetish by the church because of the
sacrifices involved. In most Igbo communities, such rituals are
usually carried out at about 3:30 am in the Oye morning. The key
people involved in the ritual exercise include the head of the Ozo-
title, the aspirant, the Okwa-nzu boy or girl and Umu-okpu,
depending on the community involved. The rituals are carried out
in the shrine by the head of the Qzo title in a given community.
(Nwokoye ,2022). In Adazi-Nnukwu of Aniocha Local
Government of Anambra State, the head of Ozo on getting to the
shrine, takes his position by standing erect close enough to the
mkpu-Qzo (a staff of authority representing the ozo institution), the
aspirant is also made to stand beside the mkpu-Qzo and in front of
him the Okwa-nzu carrier is made to take a position near enough to
the mkpu-ozo while the Umu-Okpu (daughters of the land) wait at
a distance of about thirty metres from the Mkpu-ozo. While the
head of the ozo society holds his conventional ofo in readiness for
the formal initiation rites, asks the titled man in potency, his title
name. The ¢zo designate would then state his name like Ozo
Obunyelugo, the head then strikes his ofo on the candidate’s
forehead once; and moves two steps backwards and strikes his ofo
on the ground saying, Ozo Obunyelugo, Iga-ezeka ya nka (you will
live long enough to enjoy the fruits of the title).

After the formal initiation, the head collects the fresh ofo from
the new ozo man, traditionally prays and consecrates it, and then
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returns same to the new titled man as his own ofo.(Nwokedi,2023).
How tender or hard the head hits the forehead of an ¢zo man-in
making with the ofo depends on their personal relationship. If the
relationship is cordial, it will be a mild hit, but if otherwise, the
wound he (the aspirant) sustains from the action may last for days.
The head picks the okwa-nzu and gives to the new titled man; a
cannon fire marking the end of the initiation ceremony. The end is
followed with dancing to the ufie tune (traditional gong and drums)
accompanied with extravagant entertainments. However, these
rituals may not be considered fetish in its entirety but what the
church disapproves is such ceremony being anchored in a shrine
instead of a public square where everybody irrespective of
individuals faith inclinations would easily partake in.

0z title taking as prescribed by the Catholic Church

The Ozo title-taking in the present times has been modified or
christened to exclude what the church considered as “fetish
practices” which involves the rituals of Mkpu-QOzo in order that
Christians may partake in the exercises. After removing the
restrictions, Christian members of Igbo society were permitted by
the church to be initiated into the Ozo title society. Being that the
church would not accept any practice that promotes idol worship,
the Qzo title-taking has to be modified for the interest of the
Christians.

For the Christians, the basic requirement in Ozo title taking
now in most Igho communities is that aspirants would pay a lump
sum of money (iwa-ozo) and then prepare sumptuous meals
together. More than enough drinks would be provided for the ozo
titled dignitaries as well as other people. At the end of the varied
entertainments involving meals, drinks, traditional music, and
other ceremonies, the aspirant then becomes a full-fledged member
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of the Ozo society. The initiation is not as rigorous or involving as
it used to be in the pre-colonial days since practices that are
incompatible with the tenets of the Christian beliefs and practices
have been removed to avoid running into conflicts with the church.

Conclusion

For purposes of modifying and consolidating the Igho social and
cultural institutions, the Catholic church in Igboland have taken a
bold step in christening the Ozo institution to enable the Christian
aspirants to partake in the exercise. The Catholic bishops
Conference in mutual understanding with the Igbo stake holders;
seeing about the well-being of the Igbo people, either revoked or
amended certain ritual practices that are repugnant to the Christian
faith. In the past, the exercise was usually presided over by the
traditional chief priest but today has given room for Church leaders
to partake in the ceremony. This is a welcome development and a
part of social reformation of Igbo traditional culture and practice.
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