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Abstrac t

he concept of masquerades in Igbo society is that of spirit interacting Twith humans. This concept is one of the tripods upon which Igbo 
cosmology and worldview is anchored and could only be explained. In 

addition to this fundamental background, masquerades play very important 
roles in the social and religious lives of Igbo people of which Arondizuogu is 
part. Ikeji festival is a ceremony of Aro people whether at home (Arochukwu) or 
in diaspora. That the Aro people living in Arondizuogu have propagated the 
festival to an enviable world acclaim speaks volumes of the nature of the Aro 
man and his trajectories in Igbo society. This study examined the value of 
masquerades in Igbo society. It concentrated and used Arondizuogu as a case 
study while discussing the varied applications of masquerades in the social and 
religious lives of Igbo people. The study collated primary data from fifteen (15) 
Aro communities in South East Nigeria including Arochukwu the parent Aro 
community. Secondary data were collected from books, journals and 
periodicals. Correlation and Regression analysis were employed in analysing 
the data which revealed a strong positive correlation indicating that 
masquerades have immense values in Igbo land notwithstanding the advent 
and preponderance of Christianity as a religion. The study recommended 
among other things the harnessing of masquerade festivals as cultural tourism 
in Nigeria especially in Igbo land.
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Background to the Study

The Igbo people inhabit and populate the South East geopolitical zone of Nigeria.This area is 

divided by the Niger River into two unequal sections – the eastern region (which is the 

largest) and the Midwestern region. The river, however, has not acted as a barrier to cultural 

unity; rather it has provided an easy means of communication in an area where many 

settlements claim different origins (Slattery, 2005). The Igbo people are also surrounded on 

all sides by other tribes and neighbours – Igala, Tiv and Idoma in the north; the Bini, Edo, 

Ijaw and Urhobo in the west; Ijaw, Ogoni, Kalabari in the South; while Ibibio and Efik make 

up their eastern neighbours. 

The origin of the Igbo people has been the subject of much speculation as they have no 

weighty tradition of origin (Isichei, 1976).  Some scholars like Onwuejiogwu, 1970 and 

Afigbo 1975; have argued that the migration of the Igbo was southwards from an assumed 

centre in the north. It is only in the last fifty years that any real work has been carried out on 

this subject (Afigbo, 1975; Acholonu, 2005, 2009, 2010). Analysis of the sources that are 

available (Isichei, 1976, Acholonu, 2009, Afigbo, 1981) have led to the belief that as early as 
ththe 9  century there exists a core area of Igbo land – Owerri, Orlu and Okigwi –  where the 

people have no tradition of coming from anywhere else (Afigbo, 1981; Shaw, 1970).

The archaeological discoveries at Ugwuele, Afikpo, Nsukka and Igbo-ukwu supplied 

abundant and irrevocable evidence of the fact that at least between 100,000 B.C. and 5,000 B. 

C., man has started his cultural drama in the area known today as Igbo land (Hartle, 1967, 

1972). Further research using glottochronology puts the date of the emergence of the Igbo 

language from the proto Niger languages at about 6,000 B. C.  Thus one can assert that by this 

date the Igbo man had emerged and ready to be transformed in all way including culturally to 

what he is today (Okoronkwo, 2010)

The Igbo people are primarily worshippers of the God of the earth, sky and seas before the 

advent of Christianity. This accounts for their reverence of Obasi bi n'elu, Chukwuokike, 

O'sebuluwa, Igwek'ala and so on. In “Worship of nature” Frazer (1926) came to the 

conclusion that belief in God in Africa in so far as originating in ancestor worship was a 

reflection of the worship of nature. He believed that the mind of man refuses to acquiesce in 

the phenomenon of sense, and hence man seeks for something more abiding than the 

sensible world and conceives the idea of spiritual being. This was exactly the case of the Igbo 

man. The Igbo man believes in one God. However, while the monarchical Ashanti (Ghana) 

believed in a great God and worshipped him, the equally monarchical Yoruba (Nigeria) 

believed in him but had no organized worship, while the much less centralized and more 

individualistic Igbo believed in God but had no regular worship (Parrinder, 1976). The Igbo 

people believe that their lives are influenced by the ancestors with far reaching sociological 

consequences. This is the bases of Igbo Traditional Religion (ITR)

thWith the coming of Christianity into Igbo land in late 19  century however, conversion to 

Christian religion became rife although that pockets of worshippers with indigenous Igbo 

religion and belief systems still survive. 
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The advent of Christianity in Igbo land had meant the introduction of a Christian world view. 

Christianity made tremendous achievements like abolition of slave trade, human sacrifices 

and twin killing; introduced education, built hospitals and charity homes. Christianity also 

destroyed some level of superstition, increased human knowledge that brought about 

improved human welfare. Through education and Christian religion it was possible for the 

Igbo to re-shape their faith and world view. Nevertheless, some practices among many Igbo 

Christian show that Igbo traditional religion is still alive but never as before.

Plate 1:  Map of Igbo land showing archaeological sites

Source: Onwuejiogwu (1984)

Igbo people have a world view sometimes also known as Igbo philosophy. These terms 

represent almost two sides of the same coin with Kekes (1980) defining philosophy as “the 

rational construction and justification of world view”. The most plausible explanation of 

world view is that of a cosmological framework for organizing their activities which 

explained the “why” and “how” of daily existence. According to Animalu (1990) world views 

are products of experiences so pregnant with drama that such experiences give rise to 

symbols or totems of some sort; the symbols give rise to thought or creative intelligence (ako-
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na-uche) and creative intelligence give rise in turn to the customs and codes of society, which 

are so internalized from childhood onwards, that they go unquestioned as a way of life. 

Nwoga, (1984) was simpler when he referred to Igbo world view or philosophy as Igbo 

understanding of the structure of reality in the world and how this affects the operations of 

man both in society and within the inner recesses of the individual person. He emphasizes 

that “the Igbo living in their environment over the ages, have had to respond to their 

experiences and formulate ways of handling them – understanding events, solving 

problems, accepting situations, formulating statements, encapsulating their own collective 

experiences towards making these distillations available to future generations. It is in this 

concept that masquerades in Igbo society is visualized.

The Concept of Maquerades

Masquerade simply means a covering, concealment or disguise devised by an individual or 

group with the view to represent a spirit, an animal, philosophy or an idea. They are adorned 

beautifully depending on the context in which the owning individual or community intends 

to present the phenomenon.  Thus the costumes associated with masquerades are the 

physical representation of this disguise. (Obaseki …) Unfortunately this definition of 

masquerades contradicts completely the view of most African societies of masquerades and 

their costumes. In most African societies of which Arondizuogu is part, masquerades are 

associated with ancestors, good will and governance. They are defenders and guardians of 

the community and society. Accordingly, they prevented all potent threats to their existence 

and that of related institutions. The matrix of masquerades and thir society was succinctly 

captured by Abdulkadir (2015) when he noted

“In every culture there are certain ideas explicit in the interaction of different elements which 

in turn sometimes act as an instrument of social control with which different cultural 

segments are held together. Prior to the spread of Islamic and Christian influences, the 

people believed in a complex structure of spirits and ancestors who influenced the living. 

Traditional beliefs reflect the wholeness of the universe, The various elements of which 

constituted not only the living, but also the dead and spirits.

Masquerades are the dead living, a term that can only be understood with a clear mindset on 

the world view of the people. In order to understand the Igbo world, it is necessary to accept 

that the Igbo recognize three types of reality, namely, the physical, the spiritual and the 

abstract.The first implication of that statement is that the Igbo would not accept that 

everything is made of matter. The second implication is that the standard posture of 

contemporary African metaphysics which divides reality into the physical and the spiritual 

would be considered inadequate to explain satisfactorily the experience of the Igbo. 

Nwoga (1984) explains that three forms of being impinge on a person's life-the physical that 

can be touched, weighed, eaten, that can touch one through the usual sense.; the spiritual 

which may not be seen or touched except by specially "washed" eyes, but which all the same 

can affect the shape and nature of physical being, and then the abstract which exists and may 

affect reality by becoming realized in either of the other forms, physical or spiritual. Each of 
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these forms of being has reality. Each of them is capable of being transformed into the other. 

The differences exist in the way they are experienced and the kind of impact they have. They 

are the three tips of the triangle of being which may stand on any side at a given time 

depending on circumstances. Different permutations of these forms of being take place also 

at different times depending on circumstances. 

Outside Igbo land especially in Yoruba land, masquerades represent the spirit of the 

ancestors who have descended from heaven/ mountains. The celebrations signify a period 

when the dead interact with the living, as it is their responsibility to compel the living to 

uphold the ethical standards of past generations. Akintayo (2015)  noted that the Yoruba 

folklore or read superstitious inclinations, consider masquerades heavenly beings, to be 

respected and revered, but they are never touched – their colourful garments sometimes 

identifying a clan of masquerade pedigree renowned for having powers that instill irrational 

fear in onlookers. The Igbo world enjoys a lot of beneficiation from the spirits and ancestors. 

That explains the reason why much attention is paid to one's chi and his destiny. 

Consequently, the spirits are venerated as custodians of the laws of God and of nature. 

Arondizuogu

The story of the Igbo people cannot be complete without the Aros. This class of Igbo people 

who styled themselves as Oke-Igbo (the greater Igbo) created a confederacy (1690–1902) 

which influence and presence was all over Eastern Nigeria, lower Middle Belt, and parts of 

present-day Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea during the 18th and 19th centuries. They 

almost came close to hegemony in Igbo land but for the intervention of the British in 1902. 

Arochukwu was the headquarters of the Aro people.  It was the seat of the sacred Chuku 

shrine,(Ubinikpabi) the source of a much-feared oracle (called Long Juju by the Europeans) 

that acted as a judge for the Igbo supreme deity (Chuku) and that, as used by Aro middlemen, 

served as the major recruiter for the slaves sent to the port of Bonny and areas around the 

coasts for deportation to America and Europe. The shrine and power of the oracle were 

destroyed by the British in their campaigns against the Aro people in 1900–02. Today, the Aro 

people can be found in more than 250 other settlements scattered all over the world but 

mostly in the Southeastern Nigeria and adjacent areas. They have mixed origins, culture and 

dialect. Among these settlements the most powerful and prominent is Arondizuogu, a 

sprawling settlement that spans three local government areas of Imo State of Nigeria – Ideato 

North, Onuimo and Okigwe. 
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Fig. 2 a) OmuAro insignia of the Aro people 

Fig. 2b) Map of Imo State showing the local government areas. 

Arondizuogu occupies three local government areas of Ideato North, Onuimo and Okigwe 
0 1 0with other communities. Arondizuogu occupies the area within longitudes 7  075 E and 7  

1 0 1 0 1163 E; and latitudes 5  475 N and 5  565 N. It situates in the North Eastern part of Imo State of 

Nigeria. Politically, it used to be one of the three clans that made up former Ideato Local 

Government Area but presently spread Ideato North, Onuimo and Okigwe Local 

Government Areas of Imo State.

Arodizuogu lies within the tropical monsoon climatic zone and as a result is richly blessed 

with the water resources of rainfall. Temperatures do not vary much seasonally even from 

month to month ranging from 280C to 350C. Values of relative air humidity fluctuate 

between 80% and 85% or more during the rainy season. The mean wind speed in the area 

ranges between 7okm/day and 74km/day. The area is relatively upland averaging 150-400 

meters above sea level lies and is served by many rivers principally the Imo river.  The highest 

points are areas around Ndi-Akeme and Ndi-Awa where heights of between 600 meters and 

450 meters above sea level are noticeable. Areas around Ndi-Uche average 400 meters above 

sea level such that a general description of   the Arondizuogu is that of a wide circle of 

unbroken hills with Imo River running from North to South East.
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Fig. 3: Map of Arondizuogu showing the spread of the community over three Local 

Government Areas of Imo State.

Source: Ugboaja 2009

Ikeji Festival

Ikeji is a cultural festival of the Aro people: Naturally, is originated at Arochukwu but is 

celebrated in all communities everywhere in the world. The origin of Ikeji Festival in 

Arochukwu is as old as the history of the Kingdom. The festival marks the end of the farming 

season, arrival of harvest, and beginning of a new season. The Ikeji Calendar is determined 

by the Arochukwu traditional council (OKPANKPO Aro) under the leadership of his 

Majesty the EzeAro. Celebrated in the Gregorian month of September every year,it is usually 

a 17 days event.

In Arondizuogu, Ikeji is a very popular festival that brings the Igbo speaking community and 

others tribes around the world together. Its origin which dates back to over five centuries 

makes it one of the longest reigning festivals in Igbo land and the biggest pan-Igbo cultural 

community festival with strong heritage and international recognition. Perhaps, Ikeji 

remains the biggest cultural festival in Igboland. The celebration of Ikeji festival has great 

resemblance with that of Arochukwu but very marked differences. While the festival is 

celebrated at Arochukwu in September, it is usually celebrated in Arondizuogu during the 

twilight of Easter season which is usually March – April. Chief G.O. Ezebuiro from Ndiuche 

Arondizuogu during an interview in 1990 explained that the dichotomy in the timing is not 

accidental because not withstanding their independence from Arochukwu, the people of 

Arondizuogu continues to felicitate and celebrate things in common. Consequently, they 

must tend to their “awada” (shrines and root) at Arochukwu during the annual ceremonies of 

Ikeji in September (Okoronkwo, 2010). Everybody is qualified to perform this extra ordinarily 

ancestral homage. It is however compulsory for the eldest male in the community (Aka-ji-

ofor). 
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others tribes around the world together. Its origin which dates back to over five centuries 

makes it one of the longest reigning festivals in Igbo land and the biggest pan-Igbo cultural 

community festival with strong heritage and international recognition. Perhaps, Ikeji 

remains the biggest cultural festival in Igboland. The celebration of Ikeji festival has great 

resemblance with that of Arochukwu but very marked differences. While the festival is 

celebrated at Arochukwu in September, it is usually celebrated in Arondizuogu during the 

twilight of Easter season which is usually March – April. Chief G.O. Ezebuiro from Ndiuche 

Arondizuogu during an interview in 1990 explained that the dichotomy in the timing is not 

accidental because not withstanding their independence from Arochukwu, the people of 

Arondizuogu continues to felicitate and celebrate things in common. Consequently, they 

must tend to their “awada” (shrines and root) at Arochukwu during the annual ceremonies of 

Ikeji in September (Okoronkwo, 2010). Everybody is qualified to perform this extra 

ordinarily ancestral homage. It is however compulsory for the eldest male in the community 

(Aka-ji-ofor). 

Ikeji presents a unique platform for the observance of Aro tradition and culture in its pure 

and varied forms. It is period of entertainment and forgiveness, tourism and cheerful 

dispositions. The festival features seminars and lectures on Aro cultures, visits and homage 

to historic cultural sites, pouring of libation, exchange of kola-nuts and good will, paying of 

homage to Aro traditional institutions, masquerades, traditional dances, diverse cultural 

displays and general togetherness. During this period, burials are postponed and cases are 

resolved with equanimity. However, but most importantly, Ikejiis a period of 

communication with the ancestors, reconciliation, peace building, conflict resolutions and 

development projects. It is at the period that the pomp and pageantry of son ship is joyously 

celebrated.

The joy and pleasantries of Ikeji festival are encapsulated in the festival of masquerades 

(itimmanwu). It is the appearance of masquerades during Ikeji festivals that make it more 

colourful, purposeful and extra ordinary. Masquerades appear in their varieties from all 

communities and families. Notwithstanding the prevalence and preponderance of 

Christianity, each kindred have one form of masquerade or the other. In Aro parlance this is 

termed odi - be -ndi which literally translates as “customary”. 

Methodology

This study examined the value of masquerades in Igbo society. It concentrated and used 

Arondizuogu as a case study while discussing the varied applications of masquerades in the 

social and religious lives of Igbo people. The study collated primary data from seventeen (15) 

Aro communities in South East Nigeria including Arochukwu the parent Aro community. 

Secondary data were collected from books, journals and periodicals. Correlation and 

Regression analysis were employed in analysing the data.
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Presentation and Analysis

Table 1: Aro Communities sampled

Fig.  1. Masqurades at Ikeji Festival

Source: Ikeji Festival Arondizuogu (2010)

S/No.  Aro 

Community  

Local Government 

Area  

State  Remarks

1
 

Ndikelionu
 

Orumba South
 

Anambra
  

2

 
Ndiowu

 
Orumba South

 
Anambra

  3

 

Ajalli

 

Orumba South

 

Anambra

  5

 

AroAmuro

 

Okiwe

 

Imo 

  6

 

AroUgwuaku

 

Okigwe

 

Imo

  
8

 

AroOkigwe

 

Okigwe

 

Imo

  
9

 

AroAgbobu

 

Okigwe

 

Imo

  

10

 

AroUmulolo

 

Okigwe

 

Imo

  

11

 

AroUmuduru

 

Onuimo

 

Imo

  

12

 

AroNdizuogu

 

Ideato North

 

Imo

 

6 Autonomous 

communities

13 NdiAgwu IsialaNgwa Abia

14 NdiEbeAbam Bende Abia

15 Arochukwu Arochukwu Abia
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Fig. 2: Ecstatic enjoyment of people masquerading during Ikeji festival

Source: Ikeji Festival Arondizuogu (2010)

Value of Masquerades

Restated, masquerades are believed to be ancestor spirits in human form. It is one 

phenomenon in Igbo world that has stood the test of time. Throughout history these 

ancestors performed the rites of transference and played a protective and regulatory role in 

the affairs of the living. In most communities it governed the laws which were irrevocable and 

punishable by death. During Ikeji festival in Arondizuogu, masquerades are a sight to 

behold. They entertain and add flavor to the ceremony.

The value of masquerades can only be assessed by recourse to the importance and 

attachment people have for it. Value of masquerades is described in this study across a variety 

of dimensions and three main beneficiary groups. The dimensions include instrumental, 

intrinsic, institutional and use values. The beneficiaries of these values can be individuals, 

communities and the economy. Instrumental value describes the utilitarian and 

instrumental benefits that culture can provide for individuals, the economy and for society. 

The instrumental value of masquerades is sought through economic benefits such as civic 

branding, tourism, employment and the multiplier effect on local economies, through social 

benefits including increased social capital, inclusion, social cohesion, tolerance for cultural 

diversity, urban regeneration and civic participation and through benefits to individual such 

as learning, personal wellbeing and health. Intrinsic value gets to the heart of the intangibles 

of masquerades, museum and artifacts' experiences. The core of the valuation of 

masquerades is the intrinsic value which is not only relative but also emotional to the owner. 

Intrinsic value refers to the value of a property determined through fundamental analysis 

without reference only to its market value. For individuals, intrinsic values are experienced as 

a 'state of absorption', or 'focused attention', 'captivation', and the 'deep satisfaction' that the 

'pleasure' of seeing an art work, cultural object, watching a masquerade or having a cultural 

experience that is moving and meaningful, can generate. Other intrinsic benefits may be 

experienced collectively. Symbolic value is generated through culture's 'expression of 

communal meanings', through the 'creation of social bonds' that 'make connections 
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between people' and 'reinforce a sense of unity and identity' (Ellis, 2005). The masquerade is 

one cultural property of the Igbo people that satisfies this genre and is the focus of the study.

An attempt at the valuation of masquerade is a professional job only reserved for Estate 

Surveyors &Valuers. This is a group of qualified technocrats in the art and science of 

estimating the worth of all classes of properties including masquerades. No doubt 

masquerades are properties possessing all the attributes of ownership and possession. A 

masquerade is not only worth the observable but also the unseen plethora of spirits, and 

worldview of the owning person(s). Consequently, any value attributable to a masquerade 

ought not and must not depend on what the market can offer between a hypothetical owner 

and a hypothetical buyer which non-the-less is the expression of market value. The value 

expression is known and referred to as “value to the owner”. This expression represents the 

value of a specific item to a particular investor based on an individual investor's requirements 

and expectations. Valuations performed in pursuance of the value to owner objective take 

into account benefits that arise from the ownership, which motivate retention thereof for an 

indefinite period. This value may be defined as the loss which would be suffered if that owner 

were deprived of the ground, object or masquerades as this study revealed. 

The constituent parts of value which must be objectively as well as subjectively assessed 

include but not limited to costume/mask worldview, performance/dance, patronage, and 

fame. While costume/mask, patronage and performance/dance can be objectively assessed, 

worldview and fame are very well established subjective matters. 

Table 2: Masquerades of Arondizuogu
S/N  Masquerade  Community  Costume/Mask  Performance/

dance
 

Fame Patronage

1
 

OdingaIzuogu
 

Ndiuche
 

Best
 

Best
 

Best Yes

2

 

Ozu (Corpse)

 

Ndiuche

 

Better

 

Good

 

Best Yes

3

 

EgbeIgwe

 

Ndianiche

 

Good

 

“

 

Good Yes

4

 

Nkwankwa Aka

 

Ndiawa

 

Best

 

“

 

Best Yes

5

 

Aladimbuli

 

Ndiadimoha

 

Good

 

“

 

Good Yes

6

 

Ebi

 

Okorodu

 

Ndiadimoha

 

Good

 

“

 

“ Yes

7

 

Unyikiriputu

 

Ndiogbuonyeoma

 

Best

 

Good

 

“ Yes

8

 

Ajagu

 

Ndiogbuonyeoma

 

Good

 

“

 

“ Yes

9

 

Ubi Oba

 

Ndindubuisi

 

Better

 

“

 

“ Yes

10

 

Atu

 

Nderi

 

Ndiawa

 

Best

 

“

 

Best Yes

11

 

Konkri

 

Ndiokonkwo

 

Good

 

“

 

Good Yes

12

 

Udo Jimba

 

Ndiuche

 

Best

 

Better

 

“ Yes

13

 

Ogidigba

 

Nwoha

  

Better

 

Good

 

“ Yes

14

 

Arusi China

 

Ndiakaeme

 

Good

 

Good

 

“ Yes

15 Akwu Ebu Ndiamazu Best Better “ Yes

16 Okeke Idiagbon Ndianiche Better Best “ Yes

17 Ngele Owa Ndiakeme Good Better Best Yes

18 Aju Mbadamba Ndianiche Good Good Good Yes

19 Ezi Ohia Ndinjoku Better Good “ Yes

20 Mkporokonu Egbu Ezi Ndiejezie Better Good “ Yes
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 In accepting the standard of assessment, a scale of 10 was recourse to such that World view 

=5, costume/mask = 1, Patronage = 1, Performance/Dance = 1, Fame = 2. 

Equally, a breakdown of the grading resulted in the assignment of: Good =2, Better= 3, Best = 

5. With these it is clear that Ozu (Corpse) Masquerade from Ndiuche has a value of 5+5+5+5 = 

20/20 = 1 (Highest value); Ngele Owa Masquerade from Ndiakaeme has a value of 

2+3+5+5=15/20 = 0.75 and so on.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Masquerades are unique properties of the Igbo people. There are regarded as the dead but 

living agents of the unseen god. The Igbo people hold masquerades very dear that the 

masquerade societies are top secret cult societies only fit for the initiated. Masquerades are 

valuable properties especially in Igbo land. Values are intrinsic and particular to the owning 

persons or communities. The Aro people of Arondizuogu celebrate masquerades during 

their annual Ikeji festivals when they pay homage and reverence to their forebears.

It is recommended that

i. The masquerade tradition of Arondizuogu is a veritable source of tourism and 

economic development. Effort should be made to propagate it into an annual 

carnival where the world could feast their eyes.

ii. Considering the historical background of the people that populate Arondizuogu, it 

is recommended that in addition to masquerades, land marks and geo-historical 

sites could be established to support masquerading during the annual Ikeji festival.

iii. Ikeji Arondizuogu is a cultural festival woven with recreational activities and 

recognized since 1998 as a national cultural festival by the Federal Government of 

Nigeria. Unfortunately many religious bigots and fanatical Christians have been 

laying siege to destroy this cherished culture of a people. There is the need therefore 

to educate the public on the gains and benefits of sustaining our cultural resources 

like Ikeji festival among others.

iv. The task of assessing the value of all properties including masquerades is the job of 

the Estate Surveyor & Valuers in line with the laws of the Federation Cap E13 

LFN2014. It is recommended that organisers of Ikeji festivals and all other cultural 

festivals seek the services of Estate Surveyors & Valuers in planning their programs. 

This will make for better economic analysis and development.
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