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Abstract 
The tradition of Benin people is as old as the creation of the world. The title of this 

paper is “the Concept of Igiogbe in Benin Traditional Burial Rites and its 

Implications on Senior Son in Benin Kingdom, Nigeria”. Traditionally, lay down 

principles from fore-fathers exist in relation to Igiogbe. This paper will examine 

Igiogbe as a crisis that required urgent solution. It also aims to educate the society 

no the need to follow the traditional way of Igiogbeg as lay down principles from 

our fathers. This is based on a fundamental experience between the researcher and 

some people with issue of Igiogbe in Bini Kingdom. The findings of this work shall 

be critically analyses to portray the extent to which Igiogbe can help to ameliorate 

the issue of problem Igiogbe. The ways and manner some person hand this issue 

is in Benin Kingdom is becoming alarming. This has coursed a lot of disunity in 

the home fighting one another the society. Due to the essential nature of this 

research work, this research made used of historical and analytical method as well 

as personal communication (interview), books journals and internet sources. The 

researcher recommend amongst others that a review on traditional Igiogbe in 

other to avoid trouble and separation in the home.  
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Introduction 

The ideal of burial rites and ceremony varied from tribe to tribe, place to place and 

language to language all over the world. This is because tradition is also different as a 

result of the cultural heritage pass on by the four fathers which transcend from generations 

to generations. This paper will look into the role and implications of the senior Son in burial 

ceremony and Igogbe (which means inheriting the family house) in Bini Kingdom who is 

the hire to the throne after his departure to the land of the dead or to joining his ancestors. 

This is a great tradition in Benin (Bini) Kingdom, whether senior first Son is old or young 

he wills burial his parent alongside with his sisters and brothers. This tradition gives room 

to the first born son irrespective of his age to decide how, when and where he wills burial 

his dead parent. According to Elizabeth Onyedinma (2012: 135) who states that “Death 
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does not alter or end the life or the personality of an individual, but only causes change in 

its conditions. This is evident in the belief in the concept of ancestorship which refers to 

the people who have died but who continue to live in the community and communicate 

with their family and clans. 

 

According to Osunde (2020: n.p),On the death of a Benin Person, it is the eldest surviving 

son with his brother and sisters, who performs the funeral rites of the deceased parent for 

the family “For the family” means that all the funeral ceremonies end before the family 

elder the “Okaegbe” (Oldest Man in the Family) Info@edoworld.net. In Benin (Bini) 

Kingdom, without the presence of the first born Son the dead parent will not be given the 

final burial rites. If the son is not within the city he must pass a massage across to other 

blood sisters of brothers on what to do and what not to do. He is the one the diseased 

family will ask question how come about the death of their brother or sister. In other to 

know how he or she dead and if prepare care was not also given to him or her while alive. 

Some of the questions are: was he/she sick before death, did he/she quarreled with 

someone, was she cursed while alive and so on. All these questions are ask in other for 

family people to know how they should go about the burial rite and ceremony, for then to 

help protect the deceased children and entire family from being punished by one deity or 

the other and when he or she reincarnates. The Okaegbe (Oldest man in the family) is 

directly involved in this process to ensure peace at last. 

 

According to Igbe S.O.U (n.d 108), “In the case of burial, the paternal family of the deceased 

takes primary responsibility to ensure that the laid down procedures are duly adhered to. 

All functions thereof are within the family; even when there are public outings, they take 

off with the family in lead, in guidance of the bereaved children”.  

 

This burial rites and ritual ceremony is both practice by the Christian and non-Christian. 

Irrespective of who you are whether you are clergy or laity, the traditional aspect of burial 

in Bini (Edo) must be observed because it is believe in Bini tradition, that whosoever that 

does not perform all the necessary rites and rituals during the funeral has not burial his or 

her dead parent.  This is done because, the traditional view of the Bini (Edo) about the 

deceased is that if he or she is not buried by performing all the ritual and rites by the first 

Son, it will lead to disaster and the dead will note be accept by the ancestors.  

 

To the Christian, they also perform the burial rites and rituals by monetizing it to the family 

of the deceased to carry out all necessary rites on their behalf. In the light of this, the 

Christian has also participated through the traditional burial ceremony of their dead 

parent. Ritual according to Mbiti (1976:113) states that “death is sorrowful. It is also 
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important. There are therefore, many complex and even long rituals and ceremonies 

associated with death. In every African society people are very sensitive to what is done 

when there is a death in the family. Death marks a physical separation of the individual 

from other human beings”. According to Iyamu, Iwuama, Ukadike and Nweke (1992:58), 

who support the view about that “Rituals is derived from a rite which is an act or a 

ceremony in religious service. This mean that ritual is all rites or forms of ceremony 

connected with religious experience, acts or practices”. 

 

The Igiogbe  

As noted earlier, the “Igiogbe” is the principal house in which the deceased lived in his 

lifetime and died, and it always passes by way of inheritance on the distribution of his 

estate, to the eldest surviving son after the performance of the second burial ceremonies. 

Therefore, a testator cannot make a will and disinherit the eldest son of his customary 

entitlement to the According to Itua (2011) who states that “Igiogbe” for any reason. This 

customary principle has received legislative approval by virtue of section 3 (1) of the Wills 

Law. 29 This law is currently applicable in Edo State as the Wills Law of Bendel state.30 

The section provides as follows: “Subject to any Customary Law relating thereto, it shall 

be lawful for every person to devise, bequeath or dispose of, by his will executed in a 

manner hereinafter required, all real and all personal estate which he shall be entitled to, 

either in law or in equity, at the time of his death and which if not so devised, bequeathed 

and disposed of would devolve upon the heir at law of him or if he became entitled by 

descent, of his ancestor, or upon his executor or administrator”. Itua further observed that, 

In attempting to interpret the provision quoted above, two schools of thought have 

emerged. One view is that the true meaning of the phrase “Subject to customary law 

relating thereto” is a qualification of the testator’s testamentary capacity, rendering any 

purported disposition of property by will, which is inconsistent with customary law, null 

void and of no effect. The protagonist. Eghobamien, (2008:103) described Igiogbe as the 

house were the Ukhure is. Osemwowa, (2006:16) defined Igiogbe as the “ancestral house”. 

Aigbovo (2005:16) , defined it as the residence of the deceased in his lifetime.  

 

The First Son - Historical Origin of the First Son  

The origin of the first son could be traced to the foundation of the Benin Empire. According 

to Egharevba (2005 :1) “Many, many years ago the Bini’s came all the way from Egypt 

stayed shortly in Sudan and Ile- Ife before settling in the present day Benin kingdom”. 

Upon arrival and final settlement in what is today known as the present day Benin 

kingdom, for over a century the management of the affairs of the Benin kingdom was 

carried out by different leaders. Egharvba further states that, At that time the rulers or king 

were commonly called Ogiso, one of the prominent leaders, Igodo, was made Ogiso. Igodo, 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No. 1 March, 2021 
 

The Concept of Igiogbe in Benin Traditional Burial Rites and Its Implications on Senior Son in Benin Kingdom, Nigeria 90 

the first Ogiso reigned around 12th century and wielded much influence and gained 

popularity as a good ruler. He died after a long reign and was succeeded by Ere, his eldest 

son”. Donatus (2012: 36), this marked the beginning of eldest son hereditary institution in 

Bini kingdom. However, after this there were still controversies on who succeed to the 

hereditary titles especially to the throne of the Oba of Benin at his demise. The controversy 

was finally settled with the creation of the title of Edaiken N’ Uselu by Oba Ewuare. 

 

Why the First Son?  

Research revealed that the first son is preferred to any other child for a number of reasons. 

The life and position of a Benin first or eldest son is all important to the father and the 

community at large, hence special care and attention is accorded the eldest son. The 

position, life and attention accorded the eldest son in Benin kingdom is best caption by 

Eghobamien (2008:101) . According to him; 

 

 “At all relevant times in the history of the Benin people, the eldest son 

was always very close to his father. When the time came for initiation into 

various age groups, his father ensured that this was done. He took him 

usually with him to visit elder members of the family. He told him the 

history of the family; the dos and don’ts of the family and what his rights 

and responsibilities are in the family – his own immediate family and the 

extended family. He ensured he got a wife early at maturity and was very 

interested in the first son having his son to perpetuate the family and 

traditions. These male heirs, when they take long to come in procreation, 

are given names like Ogbeide, Ogbemudia, OgbomoideOgbemwengbide” 

 

 The eldest son goes through these processes because he is being prepared for the task 

ahead of him that is taking over the responsibilities of the head of the family at the demised 

of his father. The girl child upbringing is totally different from the male child who at all 

relevant time is very close to his father if he is the eldest son. It is generally believed that a 

female child stays in the family briefly because in those days she was give away in 

marriage at infancy hence there was no future plan for her in the family. On the other hand, 

the eldest son of the family received leadership training (as discussed above) from his 

parents and other family members because he is being prepared for the task (ahead) of 

looking after the estate of his father-wives and other children, sons and daughters who are 

still infants until they were old enough to care for themselves for the males, or get married 

for the females. Donatus (2012) who states that,“ Some refers to the new role of the eldest 

son as acting as a trustee”.  The question is,  if the new role of the eldest son is to act in his 

deceased father’s stead or to act as a trustee (i.e.) to hold the deceased father properties 
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including the Igiogbe on trust for the benefit of his brothers and sisters, why then did 

customs and traditions stipulate that the Igiogbe is exclusively his own? Research revealed 

the eldest son inherits his deceased father Igiogbe because ancestor worship is the reason 

for the existence of the Igiogbe, for the Igiogbe is a religious concept and in traditional 

Benin society a woman is not allowed to take on the responsibility of leading the family in 

ancestral worship. 

 

Reasons for the Burial Rites and Rituals in Benin (Bini) Kingdom 

There is nothing that exists in a vacuum. Everything that happened on earth there is reason 

for it. This session will see why and what the burial rites and rituals ceremonies are 

performed by the deceased children. 

 

For the deceased to be accepted by the Ancestors:  

In the traditional circles, most especially in Bini (Edo) kingdom when a person with good 

character dead he or she is given befitting burial rites, so as to allow ancestors will accept 

him or her and to also have peace in the spirit world. This rite is followed with a symbol 

of yellow ant that comes out from the ground either from the grave side, back of the house 

or anywhere around the house. This is a symbol of befitting burial rites and ritual 

ceremony given to the deceased by his or her children or the deceased haven peace with 

the ancestors. According to osagie (personal interview 2020) who states that life is a 

passage and this passage has something to do with individual family backgrounds. He 

further states that the reason why the ancestors need to accept the deceased is to protect 

the living from been arm or fall into misfortune. In Africa tradition it is believed that the 

dead protect the living from wicked powers and also directs the family members on how 

to live a good life. Omorodion (personal interview 2020) support the view above that 

“orinmwin”(which is the deceased) see beyond the mortal men and know  what the mortal 

does not know. He further opined that the reason why the orinmwin ( deceased) is buried 

inside the living house because, the character of the dead person  why on earth determine 

if he or she can be a divinity to bless, protect, and bring fortunes to the his or her children.  

According to pious Ehi (personal Interview December 2020 ), whostates that the ancestor 

will accept the deadand granted the dead the passage to live with then if the other children 

comes together to give a befitting burial rites and ritual to their late parent when the first 

son refused. This type of rites is done by other children of the deceased with the permission 

of the Okeagbe (the oldest man in the family). But the first Son is at risk for not performing 

the rites pertained to the deceased.  
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For the Peace/ Fortune of the Children alive: 

This is another reason why burial rite and ritual is done by the (Bini) Benin’s. The fortunes 

of the livings are control by the dead. According to osaroomorgbe (personal interview 

2020), asserted that when the deceased children fell to give befitting burial rites to their 

late parent the children being to experience misfortunes in marriage, business, and place 

of work and in all facet of life. Osaro further states that if they fell to burial their dead 

parent their children will not also burial then when they also pass on. The writer agreed 

with the view about that life is turn by turn and stage by stage. This implied that when the 

deceased children fell to perform the necessary burial rites and rituals for their dead parent 

they too will be denied when they dead. 

 

According Eki (personal interview 2020), opined that the reason why some family 

experience troubles is as a result improper burial rites and rituals done by the deceased 

children that bright trouble to then instead of peace. She further states that the same way 

the live long for peace same the dead also long for,  and the same way the living believe in 

coexistence and mutual relationships so the dead ones. That know deceased will be happy 

for separating him or her from the camp of the fellow ancestors, as such they release 

misfortunes upon the children instead of peace for the failure to give then what befit then.  

 

For the sake of the paternal family peace. 

The tradition of the Bini (Benin’s) in regard to burial rites and rituals is very symbolical to 

the paternal family members. According to Obasuyi (personal interview 2020) opines that 

his late brother reveled himself to that he (deceased) shouldn’t stay above three months in 

the monk. This message was delivered to the deceased children in other to prepare for the 

burial rites and ritual ceremony on time, that the deceased was troubling him that he want 

to rest in peace. The writer agreed with the view of Obasuyi. That when the Orinmwin 

(decease) is not buried on time he or she appeals to the children and the closet person to 

him from the paternal family. This could make them to troubled and plain for the funeral 

to give the dead person rest and grant him or her, the passage to meet with the ancestors. 

 

The Responsibility of the Seniorson to His Deceased Parents. 

Leading the Sibling to perform all the Rites. 

This is one of the primary responsibilities of the first son to do for his or her late parent. 

According to Uyi, (personal interview 2021) who state that without the senior leading his 

sibling to the house of the Okeagbe who is the eldest man of the deceased family, the family 

will not be involve.  Uyi further states that, it is the senior son who will tell eagbe (deceased 

Family), how and what kill their brother, even though some of them may be with then 
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during the dying family member. In Benin culture, it is the senior son that narrates what 

kill his parent whether he was there or not. 

 

Provision of Items Needed for the Rites 

The provision of burial items is been provide by the senior son. Although, the siblings will 

contribute but it their senior son the Eagbe’s (Deceased Family) will ask. This is a 

determinal factors that is put into consideration if the deceased will be burial or not. Some 

of the items needed are follows: 

 

Coffin. It is the duty of the senior son to buy a good coffin for his late parent. This is because 

he to inherit the Igogbe (the Decease house), and it is a make of honour and reputation for 

him before his family member. 

 

Buying of sope andspunshe: this is another duty of the senior son to do. He is the first to bath 

his decease father. It is believed I Benin Tradition that when parent dead it’s the children 

that first bath then. This is a serious tradition except on the ground that the first son not 

living the same country, and he must give go ahead for others to it on his behalf. 

 

Native port: the native port is bought by the same senior son, which is used to bath the 

decease if at all other things like big rubber could add to it. This native port is also inherited 

along with things by the same son. 

 

Needle and tried. This is another item the senior will provide alongside with other thing for 

the ritual. If this not done, it believed that in the next word when he reincarnate he will 

have stomach pain, of course this would have being the wish before he pass on. 

 

White fabric material: this is used to wrap the dead body to inter the coffin and the remaining 

fabric belongs to the senior son as well. All of these are the first ritual the senior son will 

go through during the burial ceremony. This shows the readiness of him to burial his father 

and to assume the level or the position of his late father. 

 

The Implications of Igiogbe on Senior in Benin Kingdom 

Igiogbe (House of the deceased) Kingsley (2010: 57), opined that Igiogbe, i.e the house in 

which the deceased lived and died and usually, though not always, where he was buried 

automatically devolves on the eldest son”. Eweka (1992:145), agreed with view of Kinsley 

that all existing hereditary title are normally inherited by the eldest surviving sons of the 

last incumbents. By custom, the Oba normally confers the title on the successor after the 

funeral obsequies have been performed.   
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Isoton in Igiogbe: 

According to Prince Eweka: this ceremony is performed on the fifthday. 

Isoton consist of processions headed by the sons and daughters of the 

deceased and other members of the family. The leader of such a procession 

carries an ‘Okun’ which is a box decorated with multi-coloured cloths and 

brass ornaments, symbolic of the deceased’s properties befitting his statue 

in the community. The eldest son does not go round the town with his 

Okun. He merely dances within a short distance along the street where 

the deceased lived and return to present his Okun before the elders of the 

family who remain seated in front of the residence of the deceased where 

the ceremony take place. When the family accepted the Okuntogether 

with all its accoutrement, then he takes his seat with his elders. In Edo 

parlance, this indicates that the son has taken the position of his father 

amongst the elders of the family. 

 

Ukomwen in Igiogbe:  According to Prince Eweka(1992:147) opines that the final ceremony 

is very important for the eldest son although other children may or may not take part. The 

performance by the eldest son or whoever is to inherit the title or properties is mandatory. 

During this ceremony, the successor places an “UKhurhe” (meaning carved staff 

representing the spirit of the deceased) in the family Edion shrine (Elders Shrine) amongst 

the ukhurhe of the deceased’s ancestors. It is at this point succession to the title passes to 

the eldest son of the deceased, after he has been presented to oldest man in the family. 

 

The case of Polygamous Home in Igiogbe:  

In Benin culture, polygamy is not an issue. Every marriageable men are encouraged to 

marriage many wives as they could, that is a determinant factor to wealthy man. This has 

led many men to marry many wives and have plenty children, and mostly these women 

have son to represent each gates. During the burial ceremony, eldest among the sons from 

each gate inherit the Igiogbe. Kingsley (2010:57) opened that “where the deceased has other 

landed properties, they are distributed to the children according to “Urho” (meaning 

Gates) in the order of seniority, i.e according to the number of wives with the male child 

taking precedence in each ‘urho’. The eldest son is still entitled to a share of the remaining 

properties”. In a situation that the deceased have one house, each of them is entitled to a 

room in that house with the view of the eldest to guide them as their father, until they are 

able to build their personal house. 
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The case of Female Children in Igiogbe: 

This accepts of the culture sand differently, because the deceased children are all females. 

This accepts of feminine is also another factor to a man marring many wives as a result of 

succession. If haven’t try, to get a male is not possible then the female senior child will 

burial their father with the help of the egbe (Family).  She automatically becomes the 

succession of the deceased and she will now inherit the Igiogbe (family house) and sharing 

it with the rest of her sister. 
 

The case of grandchild in Igiogbe 

This is a peculiar case. In absence of know male child in the family the egbes (family),  then 

look into the grandchildren to see if anyone can take or replace the son the deceased would 

have given bath to as his biological child. He will now perform all the burial rites listed 

above and automatically becomes the senior son of the late man and the same rights and 

privileges will be bequited to him as the surviving son. 
 

Recommendations 

Bases on the finds of the researcher, the following recommendations are reached: 

1. The inheritance of Igiogbe should not be by senior son along, but for entire 

children of the deceased. 

2. The issue of Igiogbe should be handled in a way that it will not separate the 

children and create adversary in family. 

3. The egbe (Family) should not show favouritism while sharing the deceased 

properties among the gate of male children from different woman 

4. The last wish of the deceased concerning Igiogbe should be respected by the 

family.   
 

Conclusion. 

The traditional aspect of Igiogbe is very important in Benin Kingdom. This tradition is as 

old as the creation of the world, which is still practice till date. Igiogbe does not follow 

weather you are a Christian or not. It is the same as one claiming his birth right in the 

family circle, this have a way of playing back on us in the future if not properly handled. 

Since the issue of Igiogbe is very important for the children mostly especially the senior 

male child, he most do the needful such as given his deceased parent a befitting burial 

ceremony, performing Isoton and other traditional rites  in other to aim him the inheritance 

that the deceased lift behind.  
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