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Abstract

The advent of Christianity in some societies and cultures has always been
attended with upheavals. While building on John Beattie’s (1964) first stage of
his theory on the four stages of social change the study refutes Idowu’s (1977)
assertion that the introduction of a new religion results in the extinction of a
former religion, as was the case of extinct religions of ancient Eqypt, Greece and
Rome. Using the historical approach to the study of religion, this study reveals
that try as they could, there are certain customs in Ukwuaniland Anglican
converts were not able to replicate. It discloses that the early convert’s
relationships with the Church and with the non-Christian society were marked by
an informal debate on cultural and religious issues. The study recommends that
in between the acceptable and the unacceptable customs as defined by the Church
in indigenous societies, Christian converts should identify gray areas within
which to exercise their discretion.

Keywords: Indigenous Agents, Indigenization, Socio-Religious Change,
Anglican Churches, Conversion, Ukwuani

Introduction

Odili (2012) has noted that European explorers who kept records of places
and native people they met in their various voyages did the earliest
documentations on Africa and Africans. Most of such records informed
the European audience of the bio-life, geography, religion, political,
cultural and social lives of Africans. The image of Africa and Africans in
such stories was distorted, prejudiced, and biased (Platvoet, 1996;
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Adugbo, 2003; Obilor, 2007). Later on colonial administrators in the bid to
have a better understanding of the people they colonized commissioned
scholars, all Europeans, to write about the natives and their customs,
mores, language, systems of governance and worldview. These scholars
made frantic efforts to present objective accounts of the natives and their
lands. However frantic their efforts were, they were nothing short of
subjective reports: Africa and Africans were subjected to European
categories. Among these set of scholars were missionaries who wrote to
impress their sponsors at home.

Scholars such as Akama (2000), Kalu (2005), and Kallon (2007) have noted
that Christian missionary accounts of the impact of Christianity on
African societies were hagiographic: their genre of historiography
presented a single line story of Africans as being passive in their
experiences and expressions of their encounters with the gospel in their
various communities. Studies in African Christian historiography show
that the advent of Christianity in an African society proceeds a shifting of
worldviews (Bediako, 1995; Anderson, 2002; Onyeidu, 2004; Odili,
2005) So, this study is a response to a call for the need for Africans to
carry out a circumscribed documentations of how African societies such
as Ukwuani, responded to socio-religious changes as they were exposed
to the Anglicanism. The aim of this paper is to highlight some aspects of
Ukwuani social and religious life that have undergone changes as a result
of their encounter with Anglicanism from 1841 to 1941.

Setting the Stage

The advent of Christianity in some societies and cultures has always been
attended with upheavals. Christianity tends to weaken the stability of the
indigenous socio-religious structure and the cultural heritage. These are
results of the evangelical outlook of a pioneering Christian denomination
and missionaries. There are two schools of Christian evangelism: the
passive school and militant school of evangelism. The passive school sees
the kingdom of God as the moral unification of all human races through
action prompted by universal love of one’s neighbours (Makintosh
1965:151). This school of taught recognizes other religions as possessing
equal validity with Christianity. This view, which is innocuous to
indigenous religions, can best be summed up in the expression,
“Christian experience”.
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The second school of thought with its militant evangelism calls for a
complete eradication of all that was in a traditional religion (Makintosh
1965:227). This school of thought insists that missionaries must be
ruthless. It sees everything non-European as paganism and heathenism.
Here, emphasis is on inner conversion. The new convert need a total and
final break with his or her past heritage. In the words of Erivwo (1991:131)
“His little world must literally be turned upside down for he was to be a
new creature remoulded with materials not native to him”. This was how
Ukwuani indigenous agents understood a new man in Christ as they
preach the Gospel among their kith and kin. Hence, with the advent of
Anglicanism in Ukwuaniland change, whether evolutionary or
revolutionary, latent or manifest, is inevitable. To Idowu (1977:203) the
introduction of a new religion results in a modification with adaptation or
the extinction of former religion, as was the case of extinct religions of
ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome. Hence, this study explores the
modification and extinction of certain Ukwuani religious and socio-
cultural heritage.

A discourse on the roles of church agents in indigenizing Anglican
churches in Ukwuaniland without a reflection on the concept of social
change is not a justified one: related to the phenomenon of indigenization
is social change. It should be stated that social change, which always
involves some degree of conflict, is not necessarily from worse to better,
or vice versa, though it may fairly be argued that very often it is (Igbo
2003). Change and conflict are normal characteristics of social systems
(Anele 2004). However, concomitant benefits and losses should not be
over looked. Change is taking place in all human societies all the time.
Sometimes it is sudden and catastrophic; and that other times it is
gradual, and hardly, perceptible. Such changes may be covert, others
overt. They affect both the material and non-material aspects of culture.
These changes take place in time and space, and it can only be understood
as casual sequences of events leading up to new states of affairs. Such
changes should not be understood in terms of any single “blanket”
principle. Multiplicities of social processes are involved, and these often
operate concurrently. Agents of social change in every traditional society
include alien governments, settlers, explorers, traders and missionaries.

All through human history different cultures have appeared and
disappeared. There have also been changes in people’s attitudes,
behaviours and perception of social, religious and natural phenomenon.
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Anele (2004) sees social change as alterations in patterns of social
organization of specific groups within a society or even of the society
itself. To Ekpenyong (1993) such alterations refers to the development of
new norms, the modifications of role expectations, a shift to new types of
sanctions, the development of different criteria for ranking. In whatever
way social change is perceived, what is important is that restructuring or
mutation is seen to have occurred in social relationship between members
of a community, group or society at large and that the cultural and
religious landscape of that society, group or community have been
influenced.by such restructuring and mutation. This could be at the
micro, macro or meso levels. Such mutation implies the modification or
replacement of hitherto existing patterns of doing things within any given
society, social or religious institution, organization, etc. In other words,
social change means that something new has taken place or happened
(Anele, 2004:18). This new thing that has taken place may not necessarily
take over from the old system but it could be seen as an emergence of a
novel social order which owes something to the past and the present (cf.
Odili 2010). Hence, social change is simply a process of continuity in
change.

The theoretical framework for this study is John Beattie (1964:250) theory
of social change, which he argues is likely to move through four stages,
namely:
First, on initial impact there is a ready acceptance ...but little
modification of the traditional social structures. Then as the
process of interaction gathers momentum, there is more
radical absorption; the old group values give way to a
growing individualism, and strains begin to appear between
old values and the new. This may lead to a third stage in
which there is a reaction of hostility against the new order, a
tendency to revert to traditional practices...Finally, if the
story ends happily, there emerges a more sophisticated
synthesis of old and new: a novel social organization is
achieved, which is unique and viable in itself, but which
owes something to both modern and traditional influences
(in this case, indigenization).

Beattie (1964) postulation provides a useful paradigm for the analysis of
indigenous agents and social change in Ukwuaniland.
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Methodology

Three local government areas make up Ukwuaniland in Delta State. Four
clans were randomly selected from each L.G.A. Two Anglicans churches
were selected from each clan. This gives us a total of 24 Anglican
churches’” members in Ukwuaniland as our sample population. Oral
interview and group discussion were employed to obtain data from the
tield. Those interviewed were either directly involved in the drama or
their offsprings. A number of those interviewed were either eyewitnesses
or hear say. Claims of the interviewees were crosschecked by verifying
facts from the latter category of interviewees. The research design
employed in this study is historiography. This enabled us to select data
from a timeframe and within a context. Data so obtained is analyzed
qualitatively. Consequently, conclusions are made based on logical
sequence and presentation of facts, upon which recommendations is
made.

A Concise Ethnography of the Ukwuani

The Ukwuani speaking people, of the Niger Delta, occupies the area lying
approximately between longitude 6%, and 6°42, East, and latitudes 6931,
and 59251 North. The Ukwuani comprise one of the major ethnic groups of
the Delta State region (This Day 17 Apr. 2002; Aweto, 2003). The
geographical position of Ukwuani places the country within two belts:
deltaic swampy forests, which occupy the southern and South-Eastern
coastal towns and villages, and the tropical rain forests, situated in the
Northern part of the territory. Many Ukwuani people are large-scale
farmers. Those living in communities traversed by rivers and creeks also
fish. Rubber and palm oil extraction have been the major source of
income. Indigenous arts include basket weaving, metalwork and
sculpture (Okpu-Uzo). The Ukwuani are also widely known for their
music, having produced such artistes as Charles Iwegbue, Ali
Chukwuma, King Ubulu, Rogana Ottah, John Okpor, Queen Azaka, Orji
Moore, Eric Enuma, and many others. They remain a socially tight-knit
group. Community unions and clubs are the rule, even among those who
have emigrated to North America, Europe, or Asia. The people are deeply
religious: like other African societies (Mbiti, 1969) they believe in the
Supreme Being (Chukwu), pantheon of divinities, myriads of spirits, the
ancestors (who play vital roles in their lives) and magic. Grimes and
Grimes (2003) note that the dialects called Ukwuani (Ukwani, Ukwali,
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Kwale) form a cluster within the Igbo language cluster. Nevertheless, the
Ukwuani dialect is distinct enough from Igbo to be considered a separate
Igboid language. They are by origin a mixture of Bini (Benin) and Igbo
extraditions (Odili, 2010).

Indigenous Agents and Socio-Religious Changes in Ukwuaniland

This section examines some Ukwuani socio-religious heritage that have
experienced social change through the agency of indigenous agents. The
generality of the Anglican converts looked down on the nso ani (religious
sanctions of the indigenous culture) as mere superstitious beliefs. Ancient
cults, ancestral rites authorities and religious sanctions derived from
divinities were called into question. Consequently, indigenous beliefs and
practices no longer enjoyed the massive support they once had. The nso
ani meant for the solidarity and preservation of the society were
castigated. For instance, female converts in Abbi were encouraged to look
at Ewolo without fear. Ewolo is a masquerade employed in communal
sacrifices to ward-off malignant spirits from the society at the end of
festivals. Women were believed to nullify the efficacy of Ewolo. With the
influence of the Anglicanism a scanty attention is given to Ewolo. In 1931,
one Christiana was caught peeping through a transparent louver
windows to see Ewolo. She was thoroughly flogged by Ewolo adherents
(Oboli, personal communication, December 12, 2009). This attitude of
female Anglican converts is not only regarded as anti-social but also as a
calculated attempt to invite the wrath of the “gods” on the community
and the eventual destruction of the clan.

Another nso ani that has undergone modern change is the religious
sanction on women. Each rite of passage was accompanied with religious
sanctions. For instance, puberty rite marks the transition of a person from
childhood to adulthood. Circumcision marked this. When a girl got
pregnant for the first time, she would be circumcised on the first month.
She had to stay three months at home during which she would not do any
house work or menial labour. Her husband and his relatives attended to
her during the period. She was placed on a special diet of pounded yam.
Some young girls attended to her needs; she and the little girls rubbed
canwood throughout the period. During this period, the woman dressed
in semi-nudity. She only tied a wrapper dyed with canwood around her
waist. The young attendants were always naked. Those whose
circumcision coincided with the Ukwata annual festival would be led in a
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procession after the Ukwata dance with traditional dances. The
circumcised women and their attendants were placed under beautifully
decorated umbrellas and shades carried by the relatives of their
husbands. However, the ceremony varies with clans. In clans where
Ukwata festival was not held the circumcised woman and their attendants
went to the market at the end of the third month. The end of the
circumcision ceremony was also marked with festivity. Christianity and
Western civilization greatly altered this custom. First menstruation
among girls is no longer marked with ceremony in most Ukwuani
communities, and the traditional huts for menstruating women no longer
existed. This may not be un-related with improved hygiene. Men no
longer forbade their wives during her menstrual period. Even girls under
circumcision do not rub canwood. Some Christians circumcised their
daughter but they abhorred other rituals attached to it. Try as they could,
there are certain customs converts were not able to denigrate. Thus while
abandoning the ceremonies connected with female circumcision, not
many converts could avoid circumcising their daughters. An attempt to
enforce this ritual practice made a number of girls to withdraw from the
church. At Ukwue in 1926, Ozah, Ozorji and Ona withdrew their
daughters from school because the church insisted that school girls
should not be circumcised (Usama, personal communication, December
19, 2009).

The Anglican Church has also influenced the socio-cultural life of the
people. The people have systematically adopted Sundays as days of rest
as against the traditional Eke day. This is an example of an evolutional
change. They also introduced other holidays and festival such as
Christmas, New Year and Easter, which were hitherto unknown to
indigenous Ukwuani forebear. The converts owed no allegiance to Ndichie
and Mmo. Therefore, they saw no justification for keeping the traditional
rest days. Prior to the advent of Anglicanism in Ukwuani no one was
expected to step into the bush where myriads of spirits and other
terrestrial beings were believed to be roaming on such sacred days.
Besides, the converts had their rest days which included Sundays, Easter,
and Christmas. These sometimes coincided with traditional rest days. The
converts could not afford to stay away from farms for three days in a
week.

Anglican converts treated with contempt and disgusts certain aspects of
indigenous religious, culture and social institutions. They were taught not
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to participate in traditional festivals or to perform filial duties towards
their ancestors (Ifo ibu), especially by a daughter-in-law to the ancestors of
her parents-in-law. Ifo Ibu is associated with the new yam festival (the
Ukwata festival). In Isselegu in 1938, one D. Onyeigabo was said to have
refused his daughter going back to her husband who for two years had
not performed Ifo Ibu (Ejechi, personal communication, December 20,
2009).

Another social institution, which has come under the influence of
Christianity, is the customary obligation of ife-uno. Family life among the
people of Ukwuani is both “extended and “communal” in nature. In the
past, parents, uncles, aunts, brothers, sisters, all the living, and the dead
belonged to a common lineage. They share joys, sorrows, gains and losses
together. Irrespective of the size of the family, it is always under the
leadership of the family head known as Okpara who is invariably the
eldest male member of the family. The Okpara summons his people from
time to time to give them a sense of direction, settle disputes and
sometimes offer sacrifice and prayers in his role as the mediator between
the living members of the family and their ancestors. In turn, the Okpara is
rewarded in cash and kind in what was traditionally called ife-uno. Ife-uno
involves the filial obligation of rendering services and the giving of gifts
without demanding or accepting any reward in return. Such services
include weeding in the Okpara’s farm, thatching his leaking roof,
collecting firewood for him, fetching water for him, giving a special
portion of slaughtered animal to him, and making occasional presents of
wine and tobacco to him.

All these have changed because of the influence of Anglican indigenous
agents. Presently, families are going nuclear while its members are
becoming more and more individualistic. The authority of the Okpara,
which used to be sacrosanct, has come to be questioned, while the
allegiance to him has been forgotten. Homage has been transferred from
the Okpara to the clergymen and men in authority in government cycles.
In fact, some people today cannot recall the name of their Okpara, let alone
serving him in the traditional ife-uno. For similar reasons traditional rulers
whose upkeep were the responsibility of their subjects have been left to
fend for themselves. Thus, ife-uno has become outdated to most
individuals.
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One more area in which Christianity demonstrated the social aspect of the
Gospel is in the fight against domestic slavery and the obnoxious customs
of human sacrifice. However, the struggle against these two evils was a
joint venture between Anglican indigenous agents and colonial officials.
The Christian agents in the struggle to stamp out both evils employed
available peaceful methods, short of the use of force. On the other hand,
the colonial Government of the time enacted laws against these evils and
backed those laws with the use of force of arms if necessary. Usama
(personal communication, December 19, 2009) recalled the story of a slave
at Ukwa who would have been used for ritual burial but for the
interception of the head teacher. At Asaba Ase, the Anglican Church there
had a reputation of aiding the escape of slaves (Okpochini, 2008).
Converts were also discouraged from taking traditional chieftaincy titles
of Okpara Uku, Ada, Okwa, and Onotu Uku since the reception of these
titles involved allegiance to the Ndichie (ancestors), divinities and spirits.
This deprived the converts from participating in the civil administration
of their clan.

Other socio-cultural elements that have been influenced by Christianity
include oath taking. Oaths are administered to detect an offender, settle
claims for disputed properties, arbitrate between contending factions, and
to protect crops and plots of lands against encroachments, amongst other
uses. Usually, people swore by the deities, Ani (the earth goddess) and ofo
(the ancestral symbol). Oath taking is a serious business; it is believed that
the punishment for perjury extends from the criminal who had sworn
falsely to his extended family. In addition, those administering the oath
are supposed to be honest and upright. Indeed, it is firmly believed that
an oath manipulated for selfish reasons could kill the man handling it. At
a time when there were neither courts of law nor modern law
enforcement agents, the oath was the final arbiter and the highest court of
appeal in cases of injustice. In 1931 at Akoku-Ebede, there was an attempt
to compel the converts to drink of the portion of Ase an Mmo brought
purposely to detect and kill witches. When the converts refused to drink,
it was poured into a well from where everyone fetched drinking water.
The church members ran to the court clerk at Ashaka to complain. They
had a favourable verdict; the Akoku Ebede people were asked to dig
another well (Ogbuka, personal communication, May 15, 2008). In 1928,
Paul Egba, an Anglican convert at Amai refused to take an oath that
required him to settle a debt, which his father owed before his death. He
refused taking the oath on this ground that he had renounced everything
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which had a tendency to idolatrous custom, and that a stone cannot form
any part of an oath because stones are used for many domestic purposes
(Utuh, personal communication, August 19, 2009).

Western education, which accompanied Christianity, has disrupted the
pastime of siblings, which they enjoyed every evening. Such games as
Okoso, uga, kpoju-kpoju, kpakpangolo, nchokoto, ita inu amongst other have
lost popularity. These pastimes have doctrinal and moral aspects. Games
and legends of heroism inculcate manhood and womanhood in the youth,
while other tales, didactic in nature, emphasize moral values and give a
consciousness of the supersensible world. All these have been taken over
by television viewing and homework from school.

The economic sphere is not left out. Prior to the advent of Anglican
churches Ukwuaniland, the economic crop of the clan was yam. Even at
the initial introduction of cassava and its allied products, yam cultivation
remained the major cash crop while cassava was held as a mean food, so
much so that it was among the food taboos, mainly to the men folk. There
are certain divinities that demand that certain food items such as snail,
alligator, mkpu une and una (three-leaf yam) be forbidden and held as
totems. With respect to cassava, leading personalities in the clan forbid
cassava because of ritual ceremonies associated with their office while the
generality of Ukwuani populace abstained from cassava eating for a
period of three months during the Ukwata (New yam) festival. More so,
cassava was not to be planted side by side with yam and in certain
portions of the land. It is pertinent to state that cassava being a new kind
of food was, therefore, a strange sacrificial element to the divinities. In the
late 1920s in Emu-Unor, one Okpokolo and his children died for eating
poisonous cassava specie the Ndagbum-daghum specie (Okwuegbue,
personal communication, June 13, 2002). Cassava was looked at with
suspicion. It was believed to be capable of rendering the soil infertile. The
Anglican Church encouraged her converts to defile all food taboos. When
it was discovered that the divinities did not kill those who ate food totems
many Anglican converts and non-Christians discarded food taboos. This
was not without some repercussion; some who ate animal totems such as
snail and alligator suffered from body rashes, swollen legs and tummies,
and sudden death; some, however, went scoot free. Animal totems seem
to have stronger religious import than crop totems. In fact, apart from the
animal totems, Anglicanism has eclipsed all other varieties of food (crop)
taboos in Ukwuaniland.
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Associated with traditional religion is the observation of taboos and
totems. While the former refers mainly to forbidden human behaviour,
the latter connotes animals and plants held sacred by the community. A
whole system of taboos and ritual ordinances controlled native life. It is in
the observance of taboos that we find the “dos” and “don’ts” of the
traditional religion. Even though full explanations were not given for
observing the taboos, they were seen as customs to be obeyed rather than
questioned. Such taboos varied from one community to another. At Emu
clan, the ram Ebunu was a taboo. The ram is forbidden to be eaten, and it
was firmly believed that if any native of their town should kill it, and eat
of it, the penalty that the idol would inflict on the offender would be
either instantaneous death or insanity. During the opening of the church
in Emu-Unor in 1911, the first converts among whom eleven were
baptised the same day became overzealous by breaking the taboo on the
eating of ram. On that occasion the convert accepted a challenge made
them by the natives and killed a ram, which no Emu man would ever
think of doing, and feasted on its flesh: Enunekwu (personal
communication, May 3, 2006) asserts that when the Christians met to
discuss the attitude to be adopted with regard to totem animals some
members held that killing these nso (forbidden) animals is not right as it
might hinder many from accepting the Gospel. Some propose leaving the
Christians quite free on the subject. With the influence of Christianity and
modern urbanization, most people have forgotten the observation of
some traditional taboos. The consequence is the attendant moral decay in
that society.

The presence of Anglican churches in Ukwuaniland indeed has changed
immensely the cultural landscape of the people. The damage is best
understood in the expression of Ozeh (personal communication, February
17, 2004), “The church has spoilt everything. What else do you want to
know?” Ozeh’s comment should be understood from her cultural lens in,
which Christianity has disrupted the cultural collage of the people.

Conclusion

In Ukwuani Anglican agents left an abiding and far-reaching impact on
the primal worldview of the people. The impact, which began in the
distant past, is still going on today. The Gospel has changed their attitude
to the traditional gods and the rituals associated with them, their concept
of taboos and totems, their practice of oath taking, attitude towards twins,
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burial customs, and even on the superstition entertained about witchcraft.
The struggles of the early converts laid the foundation for the Ukwuani
Anglican Church. The early convert’s relationships with the Church and
with non-Christian society were marked by an informal debate on
cultural and religious issues. It was a result of that debate that the
Ukwuani Anglican Church assumed its cultural character.

Recommendations

Realizing the difference in worldviews and its implication for evangelism,
the Anglican Church in Ukwuaniland should endeavour to classify
Ukwuani beliefs and practices into two broad categories. First, those that
are incompatible with Christian principles and, therefore, unacceptable.
Secondly, some practices should be allowed to continue because Scripture
does not explicitly prohibit them. In between the acceptable and the
unacceptable customs as defined by the Anglican churches in
Ukwuaniland, the indigenous agents there should identify gray areas
within which to exercise their discretion. Ukwuyani Anglican converts
should not always follow Anglican agents’ prescriptions because there is
a limit as to how far they could go in antagonising their non-Christian
relatives and neighbours. The Church, on the other hand, should not
detach herself from everything indigenous simply because it wants to
assert her unique position nor attempt to pressurize her adherents to
repudiate all Ukwuani customs, lest they be of cultural imperialism, nor
should she continue to strive to westernize the people for God the Holy
Ghost operates within a cultural context.
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