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Abstract 
In Ogba and Ikwerre ethnic nationalities, oath taking is one major instruments 

applied on issues of socio-political restructuring and resource control. Among 

these people, it is widely held that if any one swears falsely on any issue, that such 

an individual was bound to die before the expiration of the prescribed period of 

observance. As a result, oath taking was applied to determine and secure peoples’ 

resources. This study examines the different types of oath administered in cases of 

property acquisition and inheritance in Ogba and Ikwerre as well as instances of 

socio-political domination and marginalization. The paper notes that Ogba and 

Ikwerre people resort to oath taking to resolve lingering and seeming intractable 

cases of restructuring and resource control. The purpose of this paper therefore is 

to identify and explain the typologies of oaths relating to cases of restructuring 

and resource control and to which extent this has helped to maintain society in 

equilibrium. To facilitate discussion, the phenomenological approach of research 

was adopted for this study. The paper observes that the fear of the wrath of the 

underpinning spirit forces behind the oath has helped to instill equity and fairness 

among the people. The paper concludes that the Nigerian state stands to benefit 

immensely if the practice of oath taking could be applied nationwide not in the 

law court but at the shrine of ditties. 
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Introduction       

The concept “oath taking” has no genuine or suitable account of origin. It is presumably a 

devise that gained entrance into the human society when humans were relating to each 

other on the context of mutuality, before the conception of mistrust and lack of sincerity 

which became an impediment to their interpersonal relationship.  In order to abrogate this 

problem, oath taking was introduced as a mechanism for social stability.  

  

Oath taking is one major instrument applied on issues of socio-political restructuring and 

resource control in Ogba and Ikwerre ethnic nationalities. Among these people, it is widely 

held that if any one swears falsely on any issue, that such an individual was bound to die 

before the expiration of the prescribed period of observance. As a result, oath taking was 

applied to determine and secure peoples’ resources. This study examines the different 

types of oath administered in cases of property acquisition and inheritance in Ogba and 

Ikwerre as well as instances of socio-political domination and marginalization. The paper 

notes that Ogba and Ikwerre people resort to oath taking to resolve lingering and seeming 

intractable cases of restructuring and resource control. The purpose of this paper therefore 

is to identify and explain the typologies of oaths relating to cases of restructuring and 

resource control and to which extent this has helped to maintain socio-religious 

equilibrium in Ogba and Ikwerre societies. To facilitate discussion, the phenomenological 

approach of research was adopted for this study. The paper observes that the fear of the 

wrath of the underpinning spirit forces behind the oath helped to instill equity and fairness 

among the people. The paper concludes that the Nigerian state stands to benefit immensely 

if the practice of oath taking could be applied nationwide not in the law court but at the 

shrine of deities.  

 

Meaning and definition of oath-taking:  

Oath taking is one of the processes applied to maintain order in the society. Asante and 

Ama (2009) defined oath as promises or statements of fact that call on something that a 

person feels to be sacred and holy. It also means a judicial swearing, sacred appeal to deity 

in attestation of truth or a promise. Oath as a means of restructuring and resource control 

is practiced in every African society, with each group having diverse ways of 

administration. Asante and Ama, (2009) observes that how one makes an oath is 

dependent on the traditions of the African community. 

 

In Ogba and Ikwerre ethnic nationalities, oath taking is one of the traditional means of 

dispute resolution employed by the people to checkmate vaunting ambition to subsume, 

dispossess or to annex another person’s property or possession, or address cases of 

stealing, falsification, land disputes, family/ marital tensions, and what a view.  
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Enyindah (2016) posits that oath taking is one of the processes used by customary 

arbitrators among ikwerre chiefs and elders, wherein parties who appear before them are 

asked to swear before a deity on matter before them. Obodoegbulam and Amadi (2018) 

observe that in trying to ascertain the truthfulness or the rightful owner of a property, or 

in trying to prove the innocence or otherwise of an accused person, the defendant and 

plaintiff are made to swear before a chosen deity in the presence of the chiefs and elders in 

council, because oath-taking  takes into cognisance the truth of what a person says before 

a witness because it is a serious attestation of the truth of one’s words before the ancestors, 

the people, or the deities. 

      

In spite of the in-rode of Christianity and Islam, Ikwerre and Ogba ethnic nationalities still 

believe in the activities of the gods and other deities through which the Supreme Being is 

approached. These gods and deities serve as the community police and they aid in 

restoring sanity in the society, as any offender brought before them and swears falsely 

invites the wrath of the gods. Some time, the bias nature of some adjudicators makes the 

people seek redress from the supernatural. It is no gain saying, that the concept of oath-

taking  is found throughout Africa and is consolidated in the idea that the maker of an oath 

believes basically in the influence of the sacred object or entity.  

 

The Ikwerre experience 

Among the Ikwerre, People often resort to Otwu Owhor (invocation) when they discover 

that the umpires are bias and bought over and justice perverted. Thus, you see a person 

call on the deity(ies) for intervention and to give them fair hearing. On another note, the 

dissatisfied plaintiff may approach the chiefs and elders to libate to the gods for them. This 

act of oath taking is known as Owhupu maya, is believed to work faster than swearing. In 

this owhupu maya, the gods of the land and associated deities are called upon to act fast 

and expose whosoever that is lying. Thus, the chiefs might say “whosoever that is 

responsible for this act, may the gods of the land through the drink take the person”. 

Enyindah (2016) observes that this owhupu maya(libation)is done by owhor holders or the 

red cap chiefs. He further opines that in this process, the elders make use of the horn of a 

ram called “ahi-hia” to libate, which is accompanied with some incantation and chorus 

response from the group as “eh eh eh ehei” meaning “so shall it be”. Thus act according to 

tradition is believed to vindicate the accused and punish the guilt. 

 

According to a popular Ikwerre adage which is also popular in other parts of South-south 

and South-east of Nigeria, Okiri bird says that, “since men have learned to shoot without 

missing, he has learned to fly without perching”. This witty saying has been employed by 

the ikwerre people. Since some of them now go farther than the elders after swearing to an 
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oath to manipulate the gods, by going to other higher deities. In line with another ikwerre 

adage “Agbara ka’ibea” (a deity is greater than another). On this premise, they go beyond 

the shores of their environment to invoke or unleash mayhem on their opponent, in such 

a way that the innocent might be seen to be guilty. 

  

The elders and chiefs, in order to seal and retain the potency of the oath, now devised the  

use of “Nkpara ele oko’madu and owhor” (staff of the elders and the scepter of authority). 

Here, all the owhor holders and chiefs will gather their Nkpara, cross them together with 

the eldest among them pouring spirit and making incantation to the Ali deity, saying 

“anyone that would go back to reverse this oath, may such person die even as he is nursing 

the thought, may the person never succeed in his plans” as the other would echo “eh eh 

eh ehei” (so shall it be) . After all this he will hit the owhor seven times on the ground, 

calling on all the deities in ikwerre Asa (seven) to give ear to their petition. 

 

Oath taking stipulations 

Oath taking is a direct act of giving in to the supernatural power for the sole aim of 

restructuring the society to maintain equilibrium.  The help of the supernatural is usually 

sought when an issue in dispute has lingered for so long, with the chiefs and elders not 

able to give an acceptable verdict on the case, then they have to seek redress by appealing 

to the supernatural. It was believed that by appealing to the supernatural, the judgment 

has gone beyond human manipulations. The defendant and the plaintiff, together with 

their witness’ (Nye aka ebe) are expected to swear before any chosen deity. Each witness 

is to attest his or her support by placing his/her hands on the waist of the person they want 

to exonerate. Okafor, in Otto (2019) asserts that in Ogbaland like many parts of Nigeria, 

deities are recognized as impartial adjudicators of justice. According to Okafor (2013,2019)  

people make Petition to shrines of deities whenever they are aggrieved. In swearing, the 

prayers in the oaths are worded in such a manner that the people swearing it invokes on 

themselves curses. They invite punishment by saying “if I’m guilty of the charges before 

me, may I die before the expiration of this oath, or may the gods make me mad or aflict me 

with sickness”. In most cases, some parties give up swearing because of  guilt. While some, 

out of shame will swear falsely to the gods. In ikwerre tradition, a duration of one year or 

six months is given to both parties depending on the nature of the case. Anyone that 

survives this stipulated time is declared innocent, and a cleansing ritual (Omacha awhu in 

Ikwerre or Isa-ehu in Ogba) performed at the shrine of the deity sworn to. 
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Cases That Could lead to Oath Taking 

Oath taking as a mechanism for restructuring and resource control is employed to 

maintain socio-religious order inOgba/Ikwerre as is the case  in other parts of Africa. 

Ogba/Ikwerre  being traditional societies, have great reverence for the supernatural , with 

great respect to the ancestors which serves as the community watch dog. In order to 

checkmate human excesses, every illicit act is summoned (otuogbo/Ikpo-oku) before the 

gods, who through the chief priest sends a message to the defendant. Issue brought before 

these supernatural beings as earlier started, are those that have gone beyond the chiefs and 

elders. Such as: 

1. Land dispute (Oka Ali) 

2. Chieftaincy tussle 

3. Stealing (Oka Oshi)  

4. Cult related activities and so on. 

 

Land dispute (Oka Ali): Ogba/Ikwerre being a predominantly agrarian society, having 

farming, hunting and fishing (for those living close to the river bank) as an economic means 

of livelihood usually have issues with boundary adjustment. Also, as an upland region, 

they have an incomparable dependence on land.  

  

Before now, lands were owned communally and could be partitioned to individuals for 

farming and for settlement purposes. Although, some individuals at the pre-modern era, 

able to conquer individual lands. What is known then in Ikwerre for instance, as “okogbu 

Ohia” gave some families upper hand in land ownership. These individually acquired 

lands and those owned by the community were demarcated with an ancient life tree, 

known as “Ikpo” in some part of Ikwerre land. According to ikwerre custom, in the olden 

days, when the use of survey pillars  and block fences  were not yet popular, boundaries 

were defined by the use of resilient trees such as “ekere achara/oko okoro and ikpo” which 

can survive the adverse effects of weathers. Some families, owing to their  numerical 

strength,  members go beyond the land boundaries, encroaching on other people’s land by 

removing the ikpo tree. After series of problems and disagreements on the exact position 

of the Ikpo, or on why the Ikpo was removed, the affected party might have to summon 

their opponent to the council of chiefs and elders. The elders in their wisdom will invite 

both parties, as well as any other person with good knowledge of the land in dispute to 

come and state their case. If the judgment is not favorable enough, the affected party is 

expected to seek redress by summoning the other party to any deity of his choice. Okafor, 

in Obodoegbulam (2019) avers that Among the Ogba people, at the event of boundary 

dispute or trespass, an oath may be administered by a priest. Prior to this, the adjudicators 

would give their consent saying “after this judgment, any party that is not satisfied with 
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their counsel can appeal to any other place”. but with the help of an oath sworn before a 

deity, and by the pouring of libation to the Ali deity, justice is most times achieved. 

Obodoegbulam (2019) posits that according to Ogba tradition, when a matter is brought 

before the elders, the offending person or party is usually invited to explain his own side 

of the matter. After listening to both parties and witnesses, a pronouncement which 

represents the opinion of the elders is made. The disputing parties are asked to express 

their feeling concerning the pronouncement whether they accept the verdict of the elders 

or not. In most cases, positive response follow. However, were any of the parties feels 

otherwise the party has the option to appeal the judgment elsewhere. 

 

Oath taking as a tool for restructuring and resource control in Ogba 

In Ogbaland, like many parts of Africa, it is believed that the gods are the policemen of the 

universe. Oath-taking is viewed as a way of building trust, building confidence, a way of 

‘validating an action, restructuring a system to purge oneself or the society in general, of a 

false claim or an allegation to cement a relationship. On the other hand, Oath- taking (Ira-

hien) as noted by Okafor (2019) implies drinking”. The idea of drinking, presupposes the 

use of water (mini) or local gin (kai-kai) which one (oath taker) sips as a practical enactment 

of the Oath. Often, the gods in whose name the Oath is administered may have water 

channels from which the one taking the Oath drinks to declare his innocence. 

    

Ogba societylike is the case in Ikwerre,  rely  on traditional dispute resolution mechanism 

to maintain order, good neighbourliness, cordial relationship and peaceful co-existence . 

Among Ogba people, many avenue serve as the center for dispute resolution. Newington 

(1930/31) as quoted by Obodoegbulam and  Amadi (2018) “Observes that among the Ogba, 

council of elders serves both legislative and judicial functions. The shrine is another 

important centre of dispute resolution in Ogbaland. When a dispute appears irreconcilable 

practical steps are taken to obtain settlement. Okafor (2013, 2019) avows that oath taking 

maybe the next option. 

 

Several incidents may call for oath taking. For instance, where one of the parties refuses to 

accept a simple resolution, where a party fails to admit guilt, where a party is unable to 

accept responsibility or insists on his stand, the adjudicating audience may recommend 

oath taking. (Ododoegbulam and Amadi 2018) submit that , where none of the parties 

refuses to shift ground or come up with the simple truth, oath taking may be contemplated 

to get a settlement. (Obodoegbulam, 2001). 

 

Possible locations where oaths are administered include the shrine, water ways, and center 

of a family compound, the farmland, or the T-junction. 
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Normally, a particular case at hand, determines where an oath will be administered and 

who will administer it. It also determines the items of oath. Some oaths are reversible while 

others may be for a life time. If a person is accused of murder he may swear an oath for a 

period of six months to one year, within which he is expected to die if guilty of the 

allegation. However, where he survives the period of suspension, the oath will be revoked 

to mark his innocence (Okafor, 2013, 2019). Disputes relating to land ownership or 

boundary adjustment are often resolved this way. 

 

Among these people, deities and other spirit forces are unbiased umpire. Where a dispute 

cannot be resolved by words of mouth the spirit is called into play. At such instances, 

everyone merely watches. According to Ohia and Onyedibia (2003), the life sticks “Oko-

ekru” is a significant symbol of boundary demarcation in Ogba. Obodoegbulam (2001) 

holds that where ever the life stick is planted, everyone automatically recognizes such a 

place as a demarcation. Any trespasser commits an infringement. Another significant ritual 

object commonly applied in dispute resolution is the ritual staff (owhor). This is usually in 

the custody of the eldest male of every lineage. At any time, there is mediation of a dispute 

the eldest male uses the object to make his final pronouncement and once he strikes it on 

the ground, it marks a seal on the conclusion of the matter. (Stanfield,1935). 

 

Oath-taking as a process of arbitration 

Arbitration is a recognized means of settlement of dispute among the traditional Ogba and 

Ikwerre people. The contention of Allot (1960) as quoted by Obowu (1972) that there is 

nothing like arbitration practice among Nigerian peoples”,  does not apply to the Ogba 

and ikwerre. Arbitration simply means the settlement of dispute by an impartial third 

party. It is a process whereby a private disinterested person called an arbitrator. This 

arbitrator might be chosen by the parties to a dispute. He or she acts in a judicial fashion 

but without regards to legal technicalities. In this instance, he applies either existing laws 

or norms agreed by the parties, in accordance to equity, good conscience and merit of the 

dispute and  makes an effort to resolve the dispute (Fulton 1989, Obodoegbulam 2001). 

 

Here, Oath-taking does not act merely as a process of building trust and confidence, but 

rather it serves as a tool for restructuring and resource control. For instance, when two 

parties are contesting the ownership of a land or the demarcation between lands, at the 

event of boundary dispute or trespass, the Ogba and Ikwerre people sense of justice was 

brought to bear by way of Oath - taking. Land disputes often result in murder of a member 

of a particular town, maltreatment of a town’s daughter married out to another town and 

disruption of markets. Conflicts such as these were resolved through Oath-taking in 

communal ceremonies between the two towns in order to restore normality Oguzor, 2011). 
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Delegates and representatives of the feuding communities would meet and the traditional 

rulers and cabinets from both parties will take Oath of trust and inviolability.   

 

Minor disputes resolution: In the events of little squabble,  A formal complaint is made to 

members of one’s age grade, in-laws, maternal kinsmen, the compound family, kindred, 

or council of elders as earlier stated. Both parties will be invited and given the chance to 

state their case once again, to the hearing of the audience. When the parties have stated 

their case, they are excuse from the audience who consult among themselves to arrive at a 

reasonable and acceptable verdict. After agreeing on a final decision, the feuding parties 

are invited once again while the spokesperson delivers the decision of the adjudicators. 

This is a very important way of resolving conflict among some parties in Ogba and 

Ikwerre. 

 

Conclusion  

The discourse above, reiterates  the assertion that every living traditional institution have 

absolute dependence in the process of oath taking which can be used as a means of 

restructuring and resource control. With the help of oath, stability and fairness is 

maintained in the society.   Again, this paper reaffirms its earlier submission that the fear 

of the wrath of the underpinning spirit forces behind the oath has helped to instill equity 

and fairness among the people.      It is therefore no exaggeration that Oath taking among 

the people of Ogba and Ikwerre ethnic nationalities is highly regard as a traditional 

mechanism which is one of the greatest inheritance acquired from their forebears as a 

reliable means of ensuring restructuring and resource control . It is still credible up till date 

with the involvement of the gods and associated  deities. It exposes at a glance the rich 

cultural heritage of Ogba and Ikwerre people despite the influence of modernity. 

 

Recommendations  

In the light of the above, this paper recommends as follows: 

(i) The practice of ascertaining real property owner in Ogba  and Ikwerre religious 

tradition should be borrowed by other ethnic societies in Nigeria. 

(ii) The art of oath -taking should be introduced in the Nigerian pinal code. 

(iii) The different deities in Ogba and Ikwerre which indigens fear, should be up 

graded to national parks where people can go for adjudications. 

(iv) Priests of the deities should be remunerated since they also help to maintain 

justice in the country. 

(v) Those who swear falsely, should be penalized and made to pay some money to 

Government as is the case in the modern court of law. 
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