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Abstract
That societies contrived social control mechanisms nexus conflicts and all other
forms of misdemeanours meant that they also had defined rules, ethics and codes
that their people were supposed to observe and adhere to. Infractions to these rules
of behaviour, attracted punishments that ranged from fines, banishment and the
invocation of control mechanisms, such as the USE’ and Abiamkpu (Ihechiowa),
Ibu Uro and  Ikwa  Afifia (Abam)  and  the  Oro (Bende).  There  were  other
traditionally ambiguous contrivances which were mentioned in the survey. Peace
education in traditional societies was gender-specific: the rules that the men and
women  observed  differently.  These  engendered  peace  in  the  various  societies.
Consequently, it contrived means of teaching the younger ones the necessity of
these observances that the societies subsisted on, before they became adults.

Introduction
The Abam, Bende and Ihechiowa are in the Southeast geopolitical

zone or Eastern Nigeria. The Abam and Ihechiowa are double unilineal
communities: practicing both patriliny and matriliny but with a greater tilt
to  the  later,  while  the  Bende are  essentially  patrilineal.  But  the  Abam,
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Bende and Ihechiowa are speakers of the Kwa group of languages of the
Niger  Congo  sub-phylum  and  share  some  cultural  affinities  with  the
contiguous Cross River Valley communities in the present-day Cross River
and Akwa Ibom States.

Politically,  they are segmentary non-centralized communities run
by Ezes’-in-Council and democratic-oriented village assemblies. There are
other  crosscutting  institutions,  such  as  age  grades  and secret  societies,
which  assist  in  the  governance  of  the  villages.  While  the  Abam  and
Ihechiowa were described as warlike in pre-colonial times, they, alongside
the  Bende were,  and still  are,  subsistence  farmers.  They  are  sedentary
farmers and practiced land fallowing. The arrays of crops and food items
that are brought to their markets are significantum of the depth of their
agricultural practices. 1

All acts that lead to the inharmonious working of any society are
contraventions of peace. This presupposes that there exist laid down rules,
although  unwritten,  that  govern  society  vis-à-vis  expected  roles  and
behavioural  patterns  of  its  citizens.  There  are  acts  that  could  cause
drought or make the women become incapable of conception; and others
that would incur the wrath of the god of yams (Nfijioku) and the yam
tendrils would get blighted. In worst-case scenarios, people could die from
the anger of the gods or as a result of harsh sanctions meted out by the
communities.  However,  it  is  difficult  to  define  peace  education  in
traditional societies nexus modern times, as they are often draconian or
could be described as ‘jungle justice’.

In the use of non-codified rules,  peace education starts from the
basic family unit where parents are expected inculcate into the children
the rudiments of good behaviour and service. The children are meant to
be seen carrying out instructions, greeting their elders within and withal
their families. Peace education in traditional African societies is a process
that  permeates  the  various  social  levels,  namely,  how  families  subsist,
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relationships between husbands and wives, between age grade members
and their age grades; and between members of the community and their
chosen leaders.  

How should adults relate to each other? How are they organized?
And most importantly,  how do they relate  to  their  gods and ancestors
whose long reaches protect and guide them. The people in turn maintain
these relations with the gods and ancestors through appropriate worship:
sacrifices  and  supplications.   Thus,  the  applications  of  freewill  by  the
individuals in society are manifested through their relationships with each
other  and  their  observances  of  society’s  rules  which  on  the  long  run
engenders peace.

People in traditional  societies  are simply seen obeying rules that
have  been  inculcated  into  them from early  childhood.  These  rules  are
embodied in the people’s oral traditions, songs and dances, and religious
observances.

Peace Education in Traditional Societies
There  are,  as  mentioned  earlier,  established  media  of  peace

education  back  to  pre-colonial  times  or  to  the  point  when  the  human
species  started being  organized  in  societies  and  social  groups.  Among
these are the people’s folklores,  myths, songs and dances,  and religion.
Within these factors are the dos and don’ts that govern their everyday life.
Failure to keep to all or any of the rules usually attracts sanctions which
are  often  given  religious  colourations,  requiring  in  Igbo  parlance,
appeasements,  Ichu Ali,  Igbandu and oath-taking,  Iri Arunsi. These are
propitiations to the gods either for claims to innocence or remediation.  

As a given,  all  societies  have laid down rules that  govern them.
Among the youth are rules that if kept will usher them into adulthood. It
must be pointed out that these rules that engender peace and which are
internalized unconsciously from infancy are manifested in contraventions
of  them.  Everyday  life  in  societies  go  on  but  in  full  observations  of
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prohibitions,  nso ali. In some Igbo communities, such as Ihechiowa, it is
forbidden to see a woman naked except her husband. When this happens,
it must be reported and certain propitiations must be made. In Ozu Abam,
for instance, menstruating maidens are forbidden to fetch water or bath in
the Idogo stream.  

These prohibitions would naturally pose questions:  how do they
relate  to  peace  education.  The answer  simply  is  that  contravening  any
results to the inharmonious working of the societies. Of course, there have
been consequences in the past, such as drying up of the Idogo stream. It is
recounted  that  immediately  after  the  Nigeria-Biafra  Civil  war,  some
Nigerian soldiers of northern extraction who were stationed at Ozu Abam,
pounced on catfish that are revered and referred to as  Nwa oma, in the
Idogo stream and ate them. This resulted to the death of the soldiers who
participated in the meal. Traditionally, ambiguous though, the command
of the army having come from societies where such an occurrence was
possible quickly brought the recommended propitiatory goods to appease
the Nwa oma-personified deity. 2 Before this agreement was arrived at, the
people stayed at home without going to their farms for about two weeks.
This was because the people dreaded what could have befallen anyone
who ventured outside the village. 

Women are also not expected, no matter the level of provocation, to
engage in  quarrels  to  the  extent  that  they  talked down on each  other,
referred to their private parts or uttered invectives that were intended to
defame. This quickly, when it occurs, attracts the Uke Ekwe an institution
that  controls  the  socio-economic  activities  of  the  womenfolk.  It  is  the
expectation that, before children leaves home or grows up, parents ought
to have inculcated the rules and behaviours that make for peace in them.
This is because the agencies responsible for maintaining peace, which are
rife, would definitely hold them liable on infractions. No parents would
want its occurrence since it often becomes a stigma on the family, affecting
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its relationships with other families, especially in contracting marriages or
attending same markets or fetching water from the village streams. 

At the primary level are agencies within the political structure, such
as  the  Ukerabuo  Cheogo,  Uke  Ekwe and  Ndi  Ikpirikpe,  among  the
Abam, which insist  on the adherence to  the codes of  ethics.  When the
rules are bent, other agencies, such as the  Umurima Uke and Ndi Ikpo,
are invoked to exact justice and fines. They are, indeed, village watchdogs.
If the offence committed attracts the punishment of banishment, they also
make sure you leave the community. It is forbidden for girls or women to
fight over men, and moreover,  make themselves naked in public in the
process. You can go to the general village barn site, take a tuber of yam,
roast  it  there and eat,  but  it  must  not  be  taken out  or  exceed a  tuber,
otherwise it becomes stealing. This crime is so serious, on contravention,
that immediate propitiations are made to Kamalu Oba (God of yam barn)
without which the next year’s harvest will be lean. 

It is necessary at this point to survey in brief some traditional socio-
cultural practices of the Abam, Bende and Ihechiowa Igbo communities
that  play  the  role  of  enforcers  of  peace  as  well  as  its  inculcation  and
education. As mentioned earlier, these rules and stipulates for peace are
not in the forms codified by UNESCO or the United Nations, but become
manifest  when  they  are  contravened.  Traditional  agencies,  such  as  the
Abiamkpu (Ihechiowa),  Oro Cultural  Group  (Bende)  and  Ibu  Uro
(Abam), portray in their processes of social control the dos and don’ts in
society. 

The Oro Cultural Group in Bende
The Oro is a socio-cultural group in Bende that has as some of its

responsibilities,  the  education,  informing  and  acting  as  checks  and
balances  to  the  people.  Interestingly,  as  in  the  other  Igbo communities
where this kind of agency exists, its functions are couched in festivities,
songs and dances. The rhythm, at any moment, determines the message
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being  passed  across.  It  could  be  a  solo,  a  dirge  or  a  song  sang  in
entertainment. Oro instills caution and a sense of propriety on the people.
It  has  the  capacity  to  expose  anyone,  who  committed  infractions  to
acceptable norms in Bende, no matter the extent of the person’s wealth or
status in society. Oftentimes, the activities of the Oro cultural group are
underplayed  because  its  medium  of  delivery  is  song-dance  and  the
enforcement of its processes is not constitutional unless the Bende agree
generally. 

Traditionally  ambiguous,  its  activities  preclude  all  forms  of
victimization, as the elders are wont to always step in to adjudicate at the
slightest  signs of  such.  Its  historicity  means that  it  is  acceptable to  the
people. Those who resorted to English courts for a perceived injustice are
known to have been redirected to make their  appeals at  the customary
courts.  However,  the songs,  renditions and the stigma arising from the
activities of Oro are dreaded more than the group itself. The Oro while
chastising  those  who  have  engaged in  criminality,  overtime,  forewarns
others who might be tempted into crime.

A  major  contribution  of  the  Oro  is  correctional  vis-a-vis  the
activities of the old and the young in Bende society. Among the youth are
those who do not know the simple morning greetings,  owara,  or thank
you. The Oro cultural  group is  known to have successfully carried out
certain tasks which parents are incapable of carrying out. It has indeed
been  a  corrective  social  control  mechanism  that  applies,  oftentimes,
psychological warfare.

The Oro, generally, enforces adherence to existing social norms and
curbs individual excesses. While it engages in other social activities, such
as  in  the  provision  of  infrastructures  and  the  giving  of  labour  to  its
members and the public,  it  is  essentially a social control mechanism. It
insists on the conformity to the community’s laws and ordinances through
publicly  disgracing  those  who  committed  infractions.  Oftentimes,  the
offenders are compelled to dance naked in the Market Square or round the
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village, to disparaging songs, amidst jeers and taunts. If a matter is found
out by, or reported to, the Oro cultural group that has its tentacles spread
to all nooks and crannies, the Oro head summons other key members to
hear the case. If it is a case of stealing, and if the accused is found guilty,
the stolen object and the thief are taken to the village square until all who
went to the farm are back to the village. The stolen objects(s) is/are hung
on the thief’s neck or placed on his head to dance round the community.
The individuals lived with this stigma ever after, especially, since they will
no longer be eligible to marry or be married. Other than the stigma of
Agoroo,  it  insists  on abstinence from incest.  It  is  taboo marrying one’s
relative and, especially, having sex with one’s consanguine relative. 

The Oro equally regulates marriage engagements vis-à-vis where
one could marry  into  or  from,  or  those  that  will  never  be  married by
indigenes except, perhaps, by outsiders. It also snipes into the activities of
married  couples.  One  would  ponder  how  these  control  activities  are
related to peace education; suffice it to say that the assumption is that one
would  have  been  taught  the  dos  and  don’ts  in  society,  from  early
childhood.  The  activities  of  the  Oro  cultural  group  are,  therefore,
educative, palliative, corrective and deterring. 3

The Ibu Uro in Abam
As  mentioned  earlier,  peace  education  starts  at  infancy,  when  a

child is taught to say  Kaa ni,  Ndewoo and other greetings, in Igboland.
The  ability  to  greet  adults,  even  when  they  are  not  related  to  you,
engenders goodwill and attracts blessings from the elders to the child, as
the reply will always be thank you, good child. This is often followed by
passing questions and comments, such as, whose child is this? Oh! Such a
well brought up child. The child is further taught not to steal what belongs
to  others  or even sort  the mother’s  soup pot  for  pieces  of  meat.  Peace
education cannot be isolated from moral education, nor must it be in the
form of charters and conventions, that  govern the relationship between
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nations and groups. Peace education in traditional societies starts from the
individual and family levels.  

Although  it  has  been  reported  that  miscreants  were  sold  into
slavery  in  pre-colonial  times  and  early  colonial  times,  it  was  not
predominantly  so.  This  is  because  it  was  taboo  causing  harm to  one’s
consanguine relatives. Yet, it took several corrective attempts before one
was  sold  off  or  executed,  if  the  person  was  adjudged  to  be  utterly
dangerous to subsist with others in society. Moreover, traditional societies
had, from antiquity, contrived measures to correct their erring members.

The  Ibu Uro, among the Abam, became more pervasive in post-
colonial times when resort to courts was yet to become prevalent. Even as
late as the 1980s, certain individuals were subjected to the Ibu Uro since
they were adjudged, serially, unrepentant. If the  Uro is performed more
than two times on a particular individual, he is banished for about three
years to a neighbouring village, after which he could return. 4 Banishment
is  usually  enforced when the  infraction is  deemed grievous,  while  the
return to the village, after the expiation of the banishment period, was at
the individual’s discretion. While in banishment, he is monitored, and if
changes are not observed,  his banishment was extended or will  not be
allowed to return to his home village. This is, however, in agreement with
the receiving community. 5

Uro usually  precedes  banishment.  It  is  performed  when  an
individual becomes persistent in misdeeds. But before the administration
of Uro, the elders of the village adjudicate on the misdeeds to ascertain if
it required Uro. This is because it is the severest punishment anyone found
culpable  could  be  subjected  to.  When  crime  is  established  beyond
reasonable doubt, the elders and the village assembly give authorization
and the Uro will be administered by the youth to the offender. Although
bodily  harm  is  possible,  it  must  not  lead  to  death  since  this  would
compound the problem,  imeru ali, it set out to remediate. The stigma of
Uro affects  the  individual  and  his  family.  While  they  could  engage  in
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social  activities,  any  displays  that  portray  success  usually  incurred the
reprimands  and  taunts  of  others,  such  as,  Onye  eburu  uro,  uwaa
uwayaa!!  (Who, that  has been subjected to  Uro should keep quiet  and
bow his/her head in shame).

It is the activities of agencies or mechanisms, such as  Uro (Abam)
and Oro (Bende) that serve as reminders that what we have been taught
from  infancy  must  be  observed  to  engender  a  harmonious  society.  In
traditional societies, it is difficult to isolate harmony and peace, since they
beget each other. Perhaps, as the social histories of various communities
are compiled, the activities of these agencies will equally be recorded. Ibu
Uro like the Oro systems are corrective or reformative since they insists on
the maintenance of peace.  

The Abiamkpu of the Ihechiowa
The processes of upbringing entail inculcating values into younger

ones so that they would become useful members of the society. This paper
has  surveyed  the  Ibu  Uro and  Oro mechanisms  in  Abam  and  Bende,
respectively.  But  this  section  of  the  paper  surveys  social  control  in
Ihechiowa.  Of  particular  importance  are  the  USE and  Abiamkpu.  The
medium,  though  overt,  is  delivered  in  satirical  songs  that  convey  the
misdeeds  of  those  involved.  The  song  is  referred  to  as  the  “Nlubiri”
among the Ihechiowa and is sang during the Unwu (famine period) that is
characterized by “hunger and, invariably, stealing”. 6 In the words of E. N.
Ota:

The song was sang by a soloist in the dead of
the night whereupon she exposed thieves and
other  criminals  in  the  community  as  well  as
women  who  engaged  in  unwholesome
activities. 7

The USE’ is a double-edged sword, as it is used also to praise those who
performed good deeds and chastise those who committed infractions. The
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USE’ is performed nocturnally, not for fear of anything, but in order to
have a wider (listening) audience. At this time of the night, it conveyed
eerie feelings. Continuing, Ota said that:

The soloist usually started by first exposing her
own  antisocial  activities  before  talking  on
others.  Without  doubt,  the  fear  of  being
exposed  in  the  USE’  song  served  to  restrain
otherwise  self-seeking  individuals  to  always
reconsider their intended actions. 8

The Abiamkpu was contrived by the Ihechiowa women to moderate the
activities of untoward men who would not hesitate to heap invectives on
women especially regarding their private parts, such as her buttocks and
breasts. Satirical and abusive songs are sung for him overnight. Similar to
the Ibuo Okpu among the Abam;

The songs were almost always composed at the
gathering,  and  in  rendering  such  songs  the
aggrieved  women  called  the  offender’s
manhood  into  question  in  sexually  obscene
lyrics and dance steps. 9

In the process, these women defecated and heaped the offender’s premises
with fresh leaves or other available rubbish among the Abam referred to
as Ikwa alugulu.

Summary and Conclusion
The  obvious  absence  of  written  charters  and  conventions  in

traditional societies cannot imply there was no media for peace education.
That there are mechanisms to punish offenders means they were taught
before hand of  these ordinances.  Societies,  no doubt,  lived in harmony
when  these  values  were  cherished.  At  present,  traditional  norms  and
values that sustained societies in pre-colonial times have become replaced
in most cases by the ones that are predicated on material wealth. Thieves
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in Igboland, as elsewhere, are at present, publicly admired and cherished
and,  even,  given  traditional  titles,  such  as  Anya  Mba (The  eye  of  the
community). Practices such as stealing, kidnapping and ritual killings are
rife as a result  of the quest  for material  success.  Because a measure of
peace sustains social stability, these reprehensible acts, obviously, create
inharmonious existence. 

Thus, a revisit or the reinvention of our cherished values and norms
would be the best approach to peace education. The invocation of the Oro,
Uro  and  Abiamkpu/USE  systems  for  social  control  would  enforce
observances  of  societal  norms  and  values  of  the  Abam,  Bende  and
Ihechiowa. 
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