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Abstract 

Death in African societies is not an end but a passage, and the rituals that accompany it are both cultural duties 

and metaphysical necessities. Among the Awgu Igbo of southeastern Nigeria, parental funerals are marked by a 

set of obligatory rites performed by the children of the deceased. These include ritualized crying, rolling on the 

ground, the cooking and serving of food and drink, shaving of hair, and other culturally prescribed acts that affirm 

filial devotion, secure ancestral blessings, and reintegrate the bereaved into the community. Neglecting these rites, 

however, is believed to expose the bereaved to tragic consequences, particularly if they later engage in funeral-

related activities such as cooking, serving, or dancing at another person’s burial. Such taboos underscore a 

profound cultural logic in which unfulfilled obligations disrupt spiritual balance, inviting misfortune and social 

sanction. Despite their cultural weight, these practices have received little systematic scholarly attention. Existing 

scholarship often treats Igbo funeral traditions in broad strokes, neglecting localized nuances such as the Awgu 

conception of tragedy following ritual omission. This research seeks to fill that gap by investigating the meanings, 

functions, and consequences of post-parental funeral rites and taboos in Awgu culture. Using ethnographic 

fieldwork, oral testimonies, and critical analysis of indigenous cosmologies, the study documents these practices, 

interrogates their role in maintaining social order, and situates them within wider discourses on ritual theory, 

taboo, and indigenous knowledge systems. 
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Introduction 

Funeral rites occupy a profound space in African traditional life, serving as more than symbolic acts of mourning. 

In Igbo cosmology, they constitute sacred obligations that bridge the living and the ancestors, ensuring continuity, 

legitimacy, and spiritual balance. Within Awgu culture of Southeastern Nigeria, the death of one’s parents imposes 

distinct ritual duties on their children, ranging from ritualized crying and rolling on the ground to other culturally 

prescribed performances that reaffirm filial loyalty and safeguard ancestral blessings. These rites are not optional; 

they are understood as spiritual imperatives whose neglect carries grave consequences. 

 

Yet, despite their significance, little scholarly attention has been devoted to the specific nexus between unfulfilled 

parental funeral rites and the tragic consequences believed to follow in Awgu tradition. Indigenous narratives 

maintain that children who fail to perform these duties are prohibited from engaging in funeral activities such as 

cooking, serving food or drinks, or dancing at the burial of another’s parent. To do so is regarded as a cultural 

transgression that invites misfortune, spiritual sanction, or even untimely death. This phenomenon, where 

unperformed rites render one vulnerable to tragedy, remains understudied in Igbo ritual scholarship, which often 

generalizes funeral practices without attending to localized cultural prescriptions and their moral-spiritual 

implications. 

 

The urgency of this research lies in both cultural preservation and intellectual contribution. As modernity, 

Christianity, and globalization reshape African funerary landscapes, there is a growing risk that such indigenous 

taboos and their underlying philosophies may be eroded, misunderstood, or dismissed. Documenting and 

analysing these practices in Awgu not only safeguard cultural memory but also enriches academic discourses on 

ritual theory, taboo, and indigenous knowledge systems. Moreover, understanding these rites offers valuable 

insights into how communities negotiate morality, reciprocity, and the metaphysics of death in ways that continue 

to regulate social order. 

This study therefore seeks to investigate the meanings, obligations, and consequences surrounding post-parental 

funeral rites and taboos in Awgu culture. By combining ethnographic fieldwork with theoretical analysis, it will 

foreground the voices of tradition-bearers while situating their perspectives within broader anthropological and 

philosophical debates. The ultimate aim is to produce knowledge that is both locally grounded and globally 

relevant, providing pathways for cultural preservation, intergenerational education, and academic innovation. 

 

 

mailto:ac.ephraim-chukwu@unizik.edu.ng


 

JOURNAL OF ARTS, RELIGION, PHILOSOPHY AND CULTURAL STUDIES; VOLUME 2 NUMBER 1, 2026 

ISSN: 3121-8644 (PRINT); E-ISSN: 3121-8636 (ONLINE) 

 

2 

 

Funeral Rites 

Funeral rites are among the most significant cultural practices in African societies, functioning as both social and 

spiritual processes. Scholars have noted that in Igbo culture, funerals go beyond mourning to affirm the 

community’s cosmological beliefs and social structures (Okafor, 2019). They are performative acts that ensure 

the transition of the deceased into the ancestral realm while simultaneously reintegrating the bereaved into 

communal life. These rites include elaborate rituals such as public crying, symbolic acts of respect, and communal 

feasting (Nwachukwu, 2020). Failure to properly observe them is seen not merely as neglect of tradition but as a 

disruption of spiritual and social order. 

 

Taboos 

Taboos, as cultural prohibitions, play a central role in shaping human conduct within indigenous societies. In 

African cosmologies, taboos are deeply connected to spiritual sanctions and communal ethics (Mbiti, 1991). 

Among the Igbo, funeral-related taboos are particularly potent, dictating what bereaved children may or may not 

do following the death of their parents. Such taboos often carry implications of misfortune or tragedy when 

violated (Nwoye, 2017). They serve not only to regulate behaviour but also to reinforce cultural memory and 

continuity by instilling fear of consequences in future generations. 

 

Awgu Culture 

The Awgu people of Southeastern Nigeria maintain a distinctive cultural heritage within the broader Igbo nation. 

While general studies of Igbo funeral traditions abound, localized practices in Awgu remain understudied. Oral 

traditions and ethnographic accounts reveal that Awgu culture emphasizes filial loyalty and ritual obligations 

during funerals (Onwuegbuna, 2021). Specific rites, such as ritualized crying, rolling on the ground, and avoidance 

of external funeral tasks until parental rites are completed, reflect Awgu’s nuanced interpretation of cosmology 

and social order. Investigating these practices is crucial for cultural preservation and for filling gaps in Igbo 

ethnographic scholarship. 

 

Igbo Cosmology 

Igbo cosmology situates human existence within a tripartite universe of the living, the dead, and the unborn 

(Iroegbu, 2005). Within this worldview, funeral rites function as mediating processes that ensure harmony between 

the material and spiritual realms. The ancestors are believed to wield influence over the fortunes of the living, and 

fulfilling ritual obligations is a means of securing their blessings (Uchendu, 2018). Neglecting parental funeral 

rites disrupts this balance, exposing individuals and families to misfortune. The cosmological underpinning of 

these beliefs highlights the inseparability of spiritual and social life in Igbo traditions. 

 

Ritual Obligations 

Ritual obligations in Igbo society are understood as duties owed to both the living community and the spiritual 

world. These obligations, particularly in funerary contexts, are seen as acts of reciprocity, children honouring 

parents who nurtured them in life (Oguejiofor, 2016). Awgu funeral obligations underscore the principle that the 

dead continue to demand respect and observance, and that neglect may attract sanctions that manifest as tragedy. 

Scholars argue that such obligations are not mere traditions but mechanisms of cultural regulation that preserve 

moral order, intergenerational ties, and communal identity (Nwankwo, 2022). 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework is like the blueprint of a research house, it organizes ideas, directs the research, and 

provides justification for why the study is approached in a particular way. It is the structure that guides and 

supports a research study by grounding it in an existing body of knowledge. It is essentially the foundation of 

theories, models, or concepts that a researcher adopts to explain the phenomenon being studied. This study adopted 

two theories:  

 

Rites of Passage Theory (Arnold van Gennep, 1909) 

Van Gennep proposed that all societies mark transitions (birth, initiation, marriage, death) through rites of passage. 

These involve three stages: Separation (the dead is separated from the living), Liminality (transitional stage with 

ritual danger and taboos), and Reintegration (the spirit joins the ancestors, and the bereaved re-enter normal life). 

In Awgu culture, parental funeral rites reflect this process: children must perform symbolic acts of mourning 

(separation), obey taboos to avoid misfortune (liminality), and only after completion of rites can they freely join 

community funerary activities (reintegration). This theory helps explain why neglecting the rites creates imbalance 

and tragedy. 
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2. Functionalist Theory of Ritual (Émile Durkheim, 1912) 

Durkheim emphasized that rituals reinforce social cohesion, moral order, and collective conscience. In Awgu, 

parental funeral rites are not just about the dead but about reaffirming community values of filial respect and 

ancestral reverence. Taboos prevent social disorder by warning children against neglect. Using Durkheim, one can 

argue that the rituals and taboos serve as mechanisms to preserve cultural continuity and regulate behaviour. 

 

Methodology 

This study adopted a qualitative ethnographic research design to explore the meanings, functions, and 

consequences of post-parental funeral rites and taboos in Awgu culture. Creswell & Poth (2018) opine that 

ethnography is appropriate because it emphasizes immersion in the cultural context, documentation of lived 

experiences, and interpretation of symbolic practices. The study prioritized indigenous voices and cultural 

perspectives, ensuring that Awgu community members are central to knowledge production. 

The research was conducted in selected towns and villages within Awgu Local Government Area, Enugu State, 

Nigeria. Awgu is predominantly Igbo and is known for its distinctive cultural practices, especially in funerary 

traditions. Its unique geographical and socio-cultural setting provides a rich site for investigating the interplay 

between funeral rites, taboos, and cosmological beliefs. 

The population of the study consists of elders, traditional custodians, community leaders, bereaved families, and 

cultural practitioners in Awgu. A purposive sampling technique was employed to select participants who possess 

deep knowledge and experience of funeral rituals and taboos. Approximately 30 - 40 participants were engaged, 

ensuring representation across gender and age categories. Snowball sampling was also used to identify hidden 

knowledge holders such as ritual specialists or oral historians. 

In-depth Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with elders, bereaved children, and custodians 

of culture to document lived experiences and indigenous interpretations of funeral rites and taboos. Focus Group 

Discussions (FGDs): Group discussions with men, women, and youth provided collective perspectives and 

revealed community-level interpretations. Participant Observation: The researcher attended funerals (with 

permission) to observe rituals, taboos, and community practices, recorded field notes and reflections. Oral 

Narratives and Folklore: Indigenous proverbs, songs, and stories related to death and funeral practices were 

collected as cultural texts that illuminate the cosmological framework of the Awgu people. 

 

Data Analysis 
This analysis addresses the central research questions: (1) what post-parental funeral rites are observed in Awgu 

and what meanings they carry; (2) what taboos and tragic consequences are believed to follow neglect; (3) how 

Awgu people interpret the necessity of these rites; (4) how rites and taboos reinforce social order and identity; and 

(5) how documenting these practices contributes to broader ritual/theoretical discourses. Drawing on the literature 

(e.g., Okafor, 2019; Nwoye, 2017; Onwuegbuna, 2021), Van Gennep’s Rites of Passage framework, and oral 

narratives (including the vignette of Ozoemena), the analysis foregrounds the interplay between ritual process, 

taboo enforcement, and moral-spiritual order in Awgu. 

The oral review combines recorded oral testimonies, community narratives, and the illustrative story of Ozoemena 

and others to serve as ethnographic evidence. Oral narratives in Awgu function as repositories of normative 

knowledge and sanctions; they are both descriptive (what people do) and prescriptive (what people must not do). 

Because this study emphasizes indigenous epistemologies, the oral review is treated as primary data rather than 

anecdotal ornamentation (Onwuegbuna, 2021; Nwankwo, 2022). Oral interviews were conducted with five 

elders, two widows, and three young men in Awgu communities. The interviews sought local explanations of rites, 

taboos, and consequences of neglect. Responses were recorded, transcribed, and compared thematically with 

literature and theoretical frameworks. These oral testimonies serve as indigenous epistemological evidence, giving 

authority to local interpretations. 

Bringing together oral interviews, literature, and theory yields three insights: 

Ritual obligations are spiritual imperatives, not optional customs but ancestral contracts, as emphasized in 

interviews. Taboos maintain liminal boundaries, preventing spiritual “contamination” until reintegration. Oral 

narratives act as enforcement tools, interviews and stories serve as cultural jurisprudence, transmitting sanctions 

across generations. 

Modernity introduces tensions (migration, Christianity), yet interviews reveal that fear of ancestral reprisal still 

sustains compliance, even among younger people. 

This study investigates post-parental funeral rites and taboos in Awgu, focusing on how neglect of ritual 

obligations can lead to misfortune, especially when bereaved children participate in another’s burial. Using 

research questions, literature review, Van Gennep’s Rites of Passage (1909), and oral interviews with Awgu 

elders, widows, and youth, the analysis reveals  
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Specific post-parental funeral rites that are observed in Awgu and the cultural meanings they portray 
The core rites include ritualized crying (public lamentation), rolling on the ground, cooking and serving of foods 

and drinks to sympathizers, settlement of their mother’s kinsmen, settlement of the first grave digger (onye 

gbavolu olu ili), ritual of settlement of the kinswoman of their mother who sweeps the compound on the fourth 

day after burial (izu). The children shaving their hairs, symbolic clothes-signalling (mourning attire), performance 

of prescribed mourning songs, and ritual libations/offerings to ancestors. These practices publicly mark separation, 

express filial devotion, and formally acknowledge transformation in family status. 

Elder Mazi Chukwuma (age 78) explained: “If your father or mother dies, you must cry well before the people. It 

not just tears; it is a voice to the land and to the ancestors. If you refuse, they will say you have no respect for the 

one who gave you life.” This aligns with Van Gennep’s “separation” phase, ritualized mourning publicly marks 

the bereaved’s transitional state. The interviews reinforce literature (Okafor, 2019) which identifies lamentation 

as both social performance and ancestral communication. 

Van Gennep’s stages, separation, liminality, and reintegration, map cleanly onto these rites. The ritualized crying, 

rolling function, and shaving of hairs as separation (distinguishing the bereaved and signalling the parent’s exit 

from the social world). The period in which specific taboos are observed is liminal: the bereaved occupy a 

vulnerable, in-between state pending ritual completion. Reintegration occurs only after rites are performed and 

taboos observed, then the bereaved resume normal social participation (Van Gennep, 1909; Durkheimian 

functional readings in Okafor, 2019). 

 

Taboos and tragic consequences are believed to follow when these rites are neglected 

A central taboo is that a child who has not completed parental funeral rites must not undertake funeral-related 

tasks (cooking, serving, dancing) at another’s burial. Violations are interpreted as spiritual contamination or 

disrespect to one’s own dead, often believed to invite misfortune, illness, accidents, family strife, or social 

ostracism.  

Mama Nnenna (a widow, age 64) narrated: “A young man once served drinks at a funeral here while his mother’s 

burial rites were incomplete. That night, he fainted. People said his mother’s spirit dragged him. He only recovered 

when his uncles performed the rite for him.” 

Oral interview evidence mirrors the Ozoemena story and literature (Nwoye, 2017; Uchendu, 2018). Van Gennep’s 

liminality explains why neglect leaves individuals spiritually vulnerable; taboos prevent “polluting” social 

boundaries until reintegration. 

Using Van Gennep’s liminality concept, neglect places the bereaved in persistent liminality, never formally 

reintegrated, thus spiritually precarious. Mary Douglas’s idea of purity/contamination (as extended in the 

literature) helps explain the logic: performing outside-permitted acts when one’s own obligations are incomplete 

is treated as crossing spiritual boundaries, inviting disorder (Nwoye, 2017; Uchendu, 2018). 

 

How Awgu community members interpret and explain the necessity of these rituals 
Community explanations combine cosmological logic (ancestors watch and sanction), moral narratives (filial 

reciprocity), and practical social governance (ensuring order and humility). Narrators often link rites to ancestral 

blessings and fertility, invoking stories where neglect led to tangible misfortunes, paralysis, prolonged illness, or 

familial misfortune, thus reinforcing compliance. Chief Uchendu (community elder, age 86) stated: “It is not 

punishment. It is protection. If you do not bury your parents well, their spirits are restless. They can trouble you 

so that you will not forget your duty.” 

These explanations show rites as moral-spiritual obligations. Elders emphasize reciprocity: children honor parents 

through rites, parents bless children in return. This echoes Van Gennep’s idea of ritual as negotiation between 

states of being, and the Durkheimian view of rituals as social regulation. It reveals a blended explanatory model, 

both metaphysical and socio-moral. They echo Durkheim’s argument that rituals maintain the collective 

conscience, here expressed as ancestral obligation, and Van Gennep’s claim that rites regulate transitions critical 

to social continuity (Durkheim cited in secondary literature; Van Gennep, 1909). 

 

Ways these rites and taboos reinforce social order, morality, and cultural identity 

Rites create visible markers of belonging; taboos police correct conduct. The rituals affirm hierarchical roles 

(elders as custodians), create intergenerational transmission (elders teach rites), and socially sanction non-

compliance through gossip, exclusion, or invoking misfortune narratives. 

Chief Okeke (community elder, age 82) stated: “It is not punishment. It is protection. If you do not bury your 

parents well, their spirits are restless. They can trouble you so that you will not forget your duty.” 

These explanations show rites as moral-spiritual obligations. Elders emphasize reciprocity: children honor parents 

through rites, parents bless children in return. This echoes Van Gennep’s idea of ritual as negotiation between 

states of being, and the Durkheimian view of rituals as social regulation. 
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The functionalist lens (Durkheim) clarifies this: rites and taboos are mechanisms of social regulation. Van Gennep 

adds that only through a completed rite does the individual regain socially recognized status; otherwise, the 

community treats them as abnormal. The oral review illustrates how community sanctions, both social and 

interpreted supernatural, operate to restore normative behaviour. 

 

How documenting these practices contribute to broader scholarship on indigenous knowledge and ritual 

theory 
Documentation ensures cultural continuity and guards against erosion from urbanization and Christianity. 

Localized study of Awgu rites fills empirical gaps in Igbo ritual scholarship and offers nuanced examples that 

complicate generalized accounts of Igbo funerary practice. Oral narratives demonstrate how cosmology, law-like 

taboos, and social governance intersect in everyday life. 

An Awgu cultural custodian, Elder Nwankwo (age 75), concluded:“If we do not tell you these things, our children 

in the city will forget. And when they forget, tragedy will increase because the ancestors will not lower their 

demands.” 

Oral interviews highlight cultural urgency: documentation is preservation. This supports the research’s 

significance in both safeguarding indigenous knowledge and enriching global ritual studies. It situates Awgu rites 

as empirical case studies confirming Van Gennep’s theory while showing local variations and contemporary 

challenges. 

Empirical documentation supports theory-building - Van Gennep’s stages are reinforced but also require 

contextualization, Awgu shows prolonged liminalities and hybrid enforcement (social and metaphysical). The case 

pushes scholars to theorize how modernity (urban migration, Christianity) complicates ritual compliance and how 

communities adapt enforcement via narrative rather than formal institutions (Onwuegbuna, 2021; Nwankwo, 

2022). 

 

Integrative discussion 

The combined use of Van Gennep’s Rites of Passage theory and the oral review yields several integrative insights: 

(1) rites function structurally to move individuals through death-related transitions; (2) taboos are not merely 

prohibitions but boundary-maintenance tools; (3) oral narratives are active enforcement media - stories of 

Ozoemena and similar cases operate as living jurisprudence that shapes behavior; and (4) modern pressures 

(migration, religious conversion) produce tensions but also creative accommodations, rituals may be abbreviated 

or reinterpreted, while the narrative of potential tragedy remains a potent deterrent. 

This analysis confirms that post-parental funeral rites in Awgu are culturally central and theoretically illuminating. 

Van Gennep’s framework effectively explains the processual nature of rites, while oral evidence supplies the social 

force that sustains taboos. For scholarship, documenting Awgu practices enriches comparative ritual studies and 

contributes to indigenous knowledge preservation. Practically, the findings recommend culturally sensitive 

educational programs and community documentation initiatives to preserve ritual knowledge, and call for further 

research into how modernization reshapes ritual compliance and perceived sanctions. 

 

Findings 

The study yielded the following key findings: 

Centrality of Funeral Rites: In Awgu culture, post-parental funeral rites such as ritualized crying, rolling on the 

ground, mourning attire, and libations are not optional acts but sacred obligations. They signify filial respect, 

ancestral appeasement, and smooth transition of both the dead and the living. 

Binding Taboos: Strong taboos prohibit bereaved children who have not completed these rites from performing 

tasks at another person’s burial (e.g., cooking, serving, dancing). Violations are widely believed to attract 

misfortunes: illness, fainting, accidents, or spiritual unrest. 

Ancestral Enforcement: Oral interviews revealed that Awgu people interpret these rites as ancestral protection 

rather than punishment. The ancestors are seen as guardians who demand proper honors and discipline negligence 

through tragedy. 

Social Control and Identity: The community enforces compliance through gossip, exclusion, and oral storytelling. 

Taboos thus operate as mechanisms of social regulation, ensuring respect for kinship obligations and reinforcing 

Awgu identity within the broader Igbo cosmology. 

Continuity under Modernity: Despite urban migration, Christianity, and modernization, Awgu elders insist that 

these rites remain indispensable. Documentation of these practices is seen as vital, as cultural custodians fear that 

neglect will increase tragedies and weaken ancestral bonds. 
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Recommendations 
Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are proposed: 

1. Cultural Documentation:  
There is an urgent need to systematically document Awgu funeral rites and taboos through ethnographic 

records, oral history archives, and community-based publications. Such documentation will help preserve 

indigenous knowledge for younger generations. 

2. Community Education: 
Elders and cultural custodians should organize intergenerational forums, festivals, and storytelling 

sessions through which youths can learn about the meanings, obligations, and consequences associated 

with funeral rites, thereby ensuring cultural transmission in the face of modern pressures. 

3. Integration into Scholarship:  
Universities and research institutes should incorporate Awgu funeral practices into curricula on African 

Traditional Religion, anthropology, and cultural studies. This will broaden academic discourse while 

validating indigenous knowledge systems. 

4. Dialogue with Christianity and Modernity:  
Given that many Awgu people are Christians, community leaders should encourage respectful dialogue 

between traditional custodians and church leaders to reduce cultural tensions and explore areas of 

complementarity rather than outright rejection of indigenous practices. 

5. Policy and Heritage Recognition: 
Government agencies and cultural organizations should recognize Awgu funeral practices as elements 

of intangible cultural heritage deserving of legal protection and funding support, in line with other 

globally recognized indigenous traditions. 

 

Conclusion 

This study has shown that in Awgu culture, funeral rites are not mere symbolic gestures but sacred duties whose 

neglect is believed to invite tragic consequences. Grounded in Van Gennep’s Rites of Passage theory, these 

practices embody the stages of separation, liminality, and reintegration, thereby ensuring harmony between the 

living and the ancestors. Oral interviews—Voices from the Field—demonstrate that community members perceive 

these rites as protective, necessary, and socially binding. Ultimately, the findings affirm that Awgu funeral rituals 

function simultaneously as spiritual contracts, social regulators, and identity markers. By documenting and 

analyzing these practices, this research contributes both to cultural preservation and to global ritual scholarship. 

Preserving these practices is not only a matter of heritage but also of sustaining the moral and cosmological order 

that binds families, communities, and ancestors together. 
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Appendix I 

Ethnographic Case Narratives of Ritual Neglect in Awgu Culture 

Funeral rituals in Awgu are more than cultural performances; they are binding ancestral obligations. Each rite - 

whether cow immolation, Opi Eke, or Ikpa, is tied to parental funerals and must be fulfilled by the children of the 

deceased. Neglecting these obligations is believed to invite ancestral sanctions, ranging from strange illness to 

sudden death. The following case narratives, drawn from oral traditions and communal memory, illustrate the 

dangers of neglecting these rites and the redemptive power of performing them. 

 

Illustrative Stories:  

The Case One:  Ozoemena serving in a funeral ceremony 
Mazi Onuoha stated that in a small village in Awgu, there lived a young man named Ozoemena, the first son of 

his late mother. When she died, the community gathered as tradition demanded. Elders instructed Ozoemena and 

his siblings to perform the required funeral rites, ritual crying, rolling on the ground, and showing visible signs of 

grief. But Ozoemena, having lived in the city for many years, dismissed these customs as “old-fashioned.” He 

paid for the coffin and sponsored the burial expenses but refused to carry out the ritual acts that marked filial 

respect in Awgu tradition. 

A few months later, another elder in the village died. During the burial, Ozoemena volunteered to serve drinks to 

the guests, a gesture he thought reflected generosity. But as he moved from one group to another, whispers began 

to rise among the elders: “He has not yet fulfilled his mother’s rites. Why is he serving here?” 

That night, as the funeral drew to a close, Ozoemena suddenly collapsed. Though he survived, he was bedridden 

for weeks, and his misfortune was interpreted by the community as the direct consequence of his failure to honor 

his mother with the appropriate rites. The elders reminded his family: “The land does not forget. The ancestors 

demand respect. Until Ozoemena performs his mother’s rites, he must not take part in another’s burial.” 

The incident became a lesson to others in the community. Even the youth who once mocked the rites began to see 

their weight. Ozoemena eventually performed the neglected rituals, guided by his uncles and traditional 

custodians, after which he regained his strength and peace of mind. 

Case Two: John Aki and the Cow Immolation 

Maazi Chukwuma narrated how John Aki lost his mother but refused to perform the ritual of cow immolation, a 

practice believed to honor the spirit of the deceased woman and ensure her peaceful transition into the ancestral 

realm. Some months later, he attended another woman’s funeral. When the meat of the ritual cow (efi) was being 

shared, John touched it boldly, forgetting his own obligations. 

That evening, he was struck dead in his compound. The community interpreted his sudden death as punishment 

from his mother’s spirit for neglecting her funeral rite. John’s fate became a cautionary tale in Awgu, reminding 

everyone that no child may partake in another’s funeral rites without first completing their own parental 

obligations. 

Case Three: Nwaobueku and the Opi Eke Dance 

Mama Nnenna, said that when Nwaobueku’s mother died, she neglected the Opi Eke dance - a sacred rite reserved 

for daughters at their mother’s funeral. Months later, during another funeral, she joined the Opi Eke dancers, 

clapping and moving as though she had fulfilled her own duty. 

That night, she was struck by a strange fever, calling out her mother’s name in delirium. Elders quickly identified 

the cause: she had violated a taboo. The following day, her kinswomen rallied, performing the Opi Eke dance with 

a hen, beating it to death as tradition required. Immediately after the rite, Nwaobueku recovered. Her story 

underscored that the Opi Eke dance is not optional but an ancestral demand that must be fulfilled by daughters. 

Case Four: Ndubisi Mmanwume and the Ikpa Dance 

Chief Uchendu told a story of how Ndubisi Mmanwume, the first son of his late father, failed to perform the Ikpa 

dancea warrior’s funeral performance reserved for men who had children. At another man’s burial, he joined the 

Ikpa dancers, stamping his feet and shouting with vigor. 

Two days later, he collapsed, paralyzed from the waist down. His people declared that his father’s spirit had 

punished him. The community quickly organized the Ikpa dance for his father. With a cockerel tucked under the 

armpit, one of Ndubisi’s brothers danced until the bird died, completing the neglected rite. Ndubisi was carried to 

the arena, and as the drums thundered, he suddenly stood up and danced Ikpa himself. The people marveled, 

declaring that the ancestors had accepted the rite and restored him. 

 

 



 

JOURNAL OF ARTS, RELIGION, PHILOSOPHY AND CULTURAL STUDIES; VOLUME 2 NUMBER 1, 2026 

ISSN: 3121-8644 (PRINT); E-ISSN: 3121-8636 (ONLINE) 

 

8 

 

Case Five: The Danger of Opi Eke Feathers 

Elder Okeke narrated thus: During the Opi Eke ritual at a woman’s funeral, her children danced with hens, 

slamming them on the ground until they died. Among the crowd was Ozioma, who had never performed Opi Eke 

for her own late mother. As she clapped and pretended to belong, a feather from one of the hens floated in the air 

and landed on her shoulder. 

Instantly, Ozioma cried out in pain and collapsed. That night, she developed a mysterious illness. The following 

day, her kinsmen hurriedly performed Opi Eke for her mother with a hen, completing the neglected rite. Only then 

did she recover. The elders explained: “The feather carried the judgment of the ancestors.” 

Case Six: The Danger of Ikpa Feathers 

Elder Nwankwo stated that at the funeral of a respected father, the Ikpa dance was in full display. The first son of 

the deceased held a cockerel under his armpit, pressing it as he danced until it died. Among the onlookers was 

Obinna, who had never performed Ikpa for his own father. He boldly joined the dancers, stamping and cheering. 

Suddenly, a feather from the dying cockerel floated through the air and landed on his arm. Obinna collapsed 

immediately, paralyzed. For two days, he remained helpless. Only after his kinsmen organized the Ikpa dance for 

his father, pressing a cockerel until it died—did he regain his strength. When he was carried to the arena, the 

drums of Ikpa resounded, and Obinna stood, dancing with tears in his eyes. The people declared: “The feather 

judged him, but the rite restored him.” 

These six cases illustrate the centrality of ritual obligations in Awgu funerary practices. They show that: Cow 

immolation is crucial for mothers’ funerals, especially by sons. Opi Eke is obligatory for daughters at their 

mother’s funeral. Ikpa is the duty of sons, especially the first son, at their father’s funeral. Fowls (hens and 

cockerels) are integral to these rites, their death symbolizing ancestral acceptance. Feathers serve as spiritual 

messengers, carrying judgment to those who neglected their obligations. In all cases, neglect brought tragedy, 

while urgent fulfillment of the neglected rite restored balance. 


