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Abstract

This study explores the complex interplay between traditional Igbo
societal structures and British imposed systems of governance,
specifically focusing on the Ezeship institution. It examines how pre-
colonial Igho governance, characterized by republicanism and
decentralized systems, clashed with the imposition of monarchical
and oligarchic structures through colonialism and subsequent
developments. The study analyzes the conflicts arising from the
introduction of the Warrant Chiefdom, particularly its recognition
criteria, and its impact on community development and social
harmony, especially in central Igbo society of Imo, Abia, and some
part of Anambra. The method adopted was historical narrative, with
thematic and qualitative analytic approach, using relevant
literature, oral interviews and observations as sources of data
collection. Findings reveal systematic bastardization of Igbo ezeship
institution as a result of successive governments’ absolute control of
traditional rulers through their appointment and endorsement by
way of giving them “Staff of Office”, which signifies government
official recognition and control. The government makes or mars the
institution, they remain largely unaccountable to their people. The
study however offers axiological solutions to the waning role of
traditional rulers in Igboland. The study concludes that despite the
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state of traditional ezeship, the institution remains indispensable in
community stability, development and local governance.

Keywords: Ezeship; Igbo society; Traditional Ruler; Government;
Colonialism; Republicanism.

Introduction
The Igbo-speaking people located on both sides of the River Niger
and occupy most of southeastern Nigeria. The area, measuring over
41,000 square kilometers, includes the old provinces of Onitsha,
Owerri, East Rivers, Southeast Benin, West Ogoja, and Northeast
Warri (Isichei, 1976: 5-8). The title “Eze” or “igwe” in some area is
the name for Traditional Rulers in Igbo society. Eze is a traditional
head of an autonomous community who has been identified,
selected, appointed and installed by his people according to their
own tradition and usages, and presented to the government for
recognition (Imo State Government, 1981). In their occupation in
Igboland the British instituted Native Courts and installed chiefs by
warrant (hence the name) who controlled them (Harneit-Sievers,
1998: 60). Frequently, Warrant Chiefs were installed arbitrarily. In
some cases, personalities were installed who actually had been local
leaders before, but more often than not it was an accidental affair.
The study investigates the historical context of the central Igbo
political  organization before colonialism, highlighting its
decentralized and acephalous nature. It delves into the imposition of
the Ezeship institution by colonial authorities, analyzing how this
new structure disrupted traditional conflict resolution mechanisms
and power dynamics. It examines the consequences of this
imposition, including the emergence of competing claims to
leadership, the erosion of community autonomy, and the challenges
to traditional cultural practices. Furthermore, the study will explore
the ongoing conflicts surrounding the recognition and legitimacy of
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Ezeship, considering both government-mandated criteria and
community-defined expectations. It will analyze how these conflicts
manifest in community development initiatives and overall social
cohesion. It aims to offer insights into the complexities of cultural
change, the impact of imposed governance structures, and the
ongoing struggle to reconcile traditional values with modern
political realities in Igbo society.

There is existing literature that highlights the theme of this
study, A.E. Afigbo's The Warrant Chiefs details the British colonial
policy of indirect rule in southeastern Nigeria (1891-1929), focusing
on the creation of artificial "warrant chiefs" to administer the region.
The book analyzes the conflict between indigenous political
traditions and the new colonial structure, highlighting how the
British failed to understand local authority and created a system rife
with corruption that ultimately led to the 1929 Women's War. The
work argues that the warrant chief system was a flawed imposition
that could not effectively govern a society with decentralized power
structures (Afigbo, 1972).

In The Black Man’s Burden: Africa and the Curse of the Nation
State, Basil Davidson argues that the post-colonial African nation-
state, a legacy of European colonialism, has been a "curse" that has
stifled development and alienated its people. The imposed national
borders lacked historical legitimacy, leading African leaders
educated in Western ideals to adopt a foreign model of governance
(Davidson, 1992). Ejiofor (1982: 5), in his book, Igho Kingdoms:
Power and Control notes that elders held administrative powers (not
traditional rulers) over the family thereby ensuring proper behaviors
amongst members of the family. Respect for the elders of the family,
sanctity of life, family hospitality and so on which were the
hallmarks of the Igbo family system have been eroded at the wake of
globalization.
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Harneit-Sievers, (1998) in “Igbo ‘Traditional Rulers’:
Chieftaincy and the State in Southeastern Nigeria,” he argues about
the compatibility between chieftaincy institutions based on the
principle of tradition, on one hand, and ‘modernity’ and ‘capitalism’,
on the other. However, none of the literature mentioned above has
focus on the root cause of instability and erosion of legitimacy
within the ezeship institution. Uzoigwe (2004) in his book argues
that the pre-colonial Igbo society was characterized by decentralized,
autonomous communities, a "stateless" structure that contrasted
sharply with centralized systems and confused British colonizers.
The book analyzes how this traditional structure was distorted
during the colonial era by the Warrant Chief system, and how the
post-colonial autonomous community system was later created, in
part to institutionalize a fourth tier of government and provide a
framework for traditional rulers. Uzoigwe examines the evolution
and enduring relevance of these autonomous communities for local
governance and development, despite ongoing issues with
government  manipulation and the need for proper
institutionalization.

It has been argued that the problems of disorder and unguided
ambitions characterizing communal existence were the catalysts
behind the emergence of traditional rulers. Hobbes (1985) gives
credence to these realities when he asserts that the emergence of
monarchs and their likes predicates on the need to bridle human
ambitions and actions which foster state of nature and hamper
civility in human societies. Supportive of this, Michels (1911) in his
political theory of “iron law oligarchy” avers that communal
existence exposes people to problems and needs that warrant the
institution of authorities charged with maintenance of peace and
order. Onyeagoro (2025) opines that the politicization of the
institutions of traditional rulers through constant creation of
autonomous communities and indirect selection of people that
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becomes Eze in Igboland after colonial rule has become a big
challenge to Igbo traditional institution.

The study seeks to determine the root cause of instability and
erosion of legitimacy within the ezeship institution in Central
Igboland due to conflicting governance philosophies and practices.
Thus, the study intends to establish the cause of contradiction of
ideologies, succession crises and politicization, erosion of traditional
authority and lack of a harmonized framework due to the absence of
a clear and culturally accepted integration of the traditional
institutions with modern governance, which leads to uncertainty
about roles and responsibilities.

The study focuses on the autonomous communities
within Central Igboland, which include communities in Owerri,
Umuahia and Awka areas within the present-day Imo, Abia, and
Anambra States of Nigeria respectively for in-depth analysis of the
local dynamics of ezeship conflict. A historical timeframe of the
study span from the pre-colonial era (to establish the original
cultural context), through the colonial period (introduction of
warrant chiefs and monarchy), to the post-colonial/contemporary
era (focusing on recent conflicts and challenges, especially from the
1970s to the present day).

The significance of this study goes for several stakeholders and
areas of study. For Policy Makers and Government, it could provide
insights for state and local governments to formulate effective
legislative measures and policies that recognize, protect, and
regulate traditional institutions, potentially reducing conflict and
ensuring social cohesion.

For Local Communities, the study could help communities
understand the root causes of their internal conflicts, encouraging a
return to core cultural values or the development of a locally
accepted hybrid model, thereby fostering peace and stability.
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Furthermore, the study contributes to the existing body of
literature on African political systems, the impact of colonialism on
indigenous cultures, and the challenges facing traditional institutions
in the face of modernity and globalization.

It could serve as a guide for traditional rulers and town unions
to redefine their roles, work collaboratively, and restore public trust
and respect in the ezeship stool.

Thus, this study argument emphasizes the pre-colonial Igbo
political system of "village republicanism" and "Igbo-enwe-eze"
(Igbo have no king). The contemporary institution of Ezeship in
Igboland is fundamentally a distortion of the traditional Igbo
political structure, primarily an artificial construct of the British
colonial administration (the 'Warrant Chief system) and later
solidified by post-colonial political exigencies, which fundamentally
contradicts the indigenous, egalitarian, and republican principles of
shared governance among the council of elders, age grades, and
town unions". This has become a source of instability and erosion of
legitimacy within the ezeship institution, especially as it concerns the
Central Igboland due to conflicting governance philosophies and
practices. This study highlights the contradictions inherent in the
institution of ezeship in Igboland and the need for urgent reforms to
suit the people’s tradition, culture and custom and possibly to
eradicate the senseless ezeship tussle in Igbo communities.

Pre-colonial Igbo leadership institution

Many accounts of Igbo society have described it as prototypical
‘stateless,” ‘acephalous,’ or ‘segmentary,’ (Isichei, 1976), consisting
of autonomous communities, towns and village groups (0bodo) ruled
by ‘diffused’ authority without formalized, permanent, or hereditary
leadership positions. In fact, Uchendu described the prototypical
Igbo traditional local political organization as ‘an exercise in direct
democracy’ on the village level, with a ‘representative assembly’ on

52 Copyright @ Ezenwa-Ohaeto Resource Centre, Awka, Nigeria



Opara Preorcjah Vol. 11, 2026

the level of the village group (Uchendu, 1965). However, there were
some exceptions to this general picture of Igbo communities,
especially among the trading cities along the Niger River, like
Onitsha, Oguta, Arochukwu, Ossomari and the ‘holy city’ of Nri
(Uzoigwe, 2004; Afigbo, 1981: 31-68), these towns had elaborate
chieftaincy institutions in pre-colonial times. For example, the town
of Nri stirred archaeological findings at Igbo-Ukwu which seem to
suggest the existence of about one thousand-year-old tradition of Nri
sacral kingship and ‘hegemony’ over large parts of Igboland
(Onwuejeogwu, 1980). Nonetheless, generally many still believe in
the village republicanism and ‘democratic’ principles of the Igbo
society, as expressed in the common aphorism “Igbo enweghi eze” —
the Igbo have no king. However, some have questioned the
egalitarianism of Igbo society, they argue, Igbo had its ‘slaves’ (ohu)
and ‘cult slaves’ (osu) on the one hand, and it had leaders on the
other (Harneit-Sievers, 1998: 60). There were linecage headships,
influential age groups, and powerful titled and secret societies. There
were also individuals carrying the title eze, igwe or obi, indicating a
special degree of influence and power.

Warrant chiefdom in colonial era

The establishment of British colonial administration in Igboland led
to the demise of political independence of Igbo towns, the towns
were brought under the control of the British imperial power, to
facilitate both administrative and imperial necessity ‘Politically,
economically and socially they were progressively integrated into
the larger Nigerian State.” (Uzoigwe, 2009: 9). The British
introduced Native Courts and installed chiefs by warrant (hence the
name) who controlled the courts. Unfortunately, Warrant Chiefs
were installed arbitrarily with some persons who actually were local
leaders before their appointment, but more often than not it was an
accidental affair (Okereke, 2025). The appointment was at times
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arbitrarily done, sometimes even persons of external origin were
installed (Dikeagwu, 2025). The Warrant Chiefs were thus installed
without much recourse to pre-colonial local political structures, local
traditions or hierarchy and status. As a result, some Warrant Chiefs
without any pedigree and claim to traditional legitimacy, held power
and used it for their own parochial ends. Their main source of power
was the control of Native Courts and of Labor. Enugu Warrant Chief
Onyema, was an ‘African God’ to his grandson (Onyeama, 1981),
and controlled the flows of labor to the emerging coal mining
industry and established himself as a powerful ruler, combining
wealth with terror and magical power over his people. By the 1920s,
the Warrant Chief institution had, in many places, become
synonymous with greed, avarice and corruption. According to
Uzoigwe, ‘the Warrant Chief was the errand boy of the colonial
administration and the people were essentially ‘guinea pigs,” used by
the British colonial government to try out its fanciful ideas of local
governance in a society like Igbo that did not have centralized
authorities as was the case in the Emirate system of Northern
Nigeria’ (Uzoigwe, 2004: 4). The dilemma created by this novel
political arrangement was immense both on the people who were not
used to the life of regimentation and the appointed Warrant Chiefs
who were not used to the exercise of the authority they were called
upon to exercise without any precedent or training whatsoever
(Umegodosi, 2025). Thus, he simply carried out his functions —
obeying the dictates of his inordinate desires — according to his
ability.

The extent of the Warrant Chiefs’ authority was alien to the
Igbo, their mode and method of operation reflected their
determination to endorse government policy and undermine the
interests of the people they represent. In fact, it came to dawn on the
people that the chiefs, like the court messengers, the police, the
soldiers, court clerks and the like, were civil servants who are
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answerable to government. Afigbo described some of the chiefs who
became ambitious as ‘artificial tyrants,” who were behaving like
Emirs even before they were officially given the responsibility
(Afigbo, 1972).

Thus, the Warrant Chiefs could be regarded as the outcome of a
vagrant search by the colonial masters for a political system that
would serve their dictatorial and exploitative model for governance.
Consequently, the resultant conflict between the government
representatives and the people destabilized the socio-political
equanimity prevalent in the precolonial Igbo society.

Notably, there were no centralized traditional authorities like
Eze institution in Igboland before the colonialists came. However,
parts of Igboland that could be said to establish the equivalent of
“Village Kingdoms’ with their concomitant ‘traditional’ authority
vested in the monarchs were Nri, Arochukwu, Asaba, Agbor, Issele-
Ukwu, Issele-Azagba, and Issele-Mkpituime. Others are Oguta,
Onitsha, Ossomari and Aboh (Nnamani, 2003). Ejiofor has argued
that: ‘The traditional Igbo systems may be divided into two major
types, namely, the democratic and monarchical.” The people who are
usually referred to as chiefs have no executive, judicial or legislative
powers vested solely in their office (Jones, 1957). The system
persisted until when it was challenged by the famous 1929 Women’s
War which took place in large areas of Southern Igboland and of the
Ibibio speaking areas further southeast. Thousands of women
attacked Native Courts and besieged Warrant Chiefs. The Women’s
War questioned the legitimacy of Warrant Chiefdom, which since
then has become paradigmatic for the errors about African societies
and their traditions and rulers, committed by British colonialism
(Ejiofor, 1982). After 1929, Warrant Chiefs were removed from
their positions of power, although some of them remained local big
men who themselves or their descendants, even regained chieftaincy
positions later on.
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In order to reform the system based on official reports and to
what happened, in the 1930s new local Native Authority Councils
and Courts composed of the elders and other members of the local
elite were created. They were believed to resemble traditional
structures of local government closer to the people. In reality,
however, it was not really so, although the councils were based on
large-scale clans, federations and other units which were much
larger than communal units in pre-colonial Igbo society. The
councils were criticized, both for what was seen as their non-
traditional character and, again, because of corruption (Afigbo,
1981:322-23). Nevertheless, by the 1940s, the British administration
followed what was called the ‘Best Man Policy’ by not insisting on
elders as representatives in the councils, but encouraging
communities to choose younger educated representatives. This
seems to fit well into the early years of British West African
decolonization policy after 1947, with its stress on local government
reform and democracy as a first step towards self-government on
higher levels. Thus, there was a conscious move in the field of local
administration away from the legitimizing principle of ‘tradition’
towards the legitimizing principle of ‘democracy’, both principles
were perceived to be contradictory at the time (Jones, 1957). Chiefs
played no formal role anymore in this system or such role became
drastically reduced.

A critical appraisal of the ezeship institution in Igbo land

The official recognition and political backing for chieftaincy
institutions returned with the local government reforms of 1976 in
Nigeria. Under military administration in Igboland, autonomous
communities were created by fiat with the passage of the 1978
Chieftaincy Edict, No. 22 that recognized the Eze or chieftaincy
institution in each autonomous community. A sort of contradiction
plays out in Article 3.1 of the Chieftaincy Edict, which requires the
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autonomous communities to select their own candidate for Ezeship,
the same article of the edict gave directives to the people to present
the selected Eze-elect to the chief executive of their local
government, who is to present the Eze to the state governor to hand
over to him the staff of office. Thus, this created room for
manipulation on which candidate to choose as favored by the local
or state government authority (Obi, 2025).

More so, the Eze institution became juxtaposed between the
local government or state and the community, where the town union
already existed as the apex institution of local governance.
Ironically, even as the Ezes are referred to as ‘traditional’ rulers, they
are obviously artificially created having been midwife by the
military edict and not created by the tradition and cultural mores of
the people. Therefore, the Ezeship process is prone to manipulation
by government officials and easily influenced by monetary influence
and endorsement by wealthier candidates/aspirants to the throne
(Nnamani, 2025). The Chieftaincy Edict of 1978 would appear to be
a contemporary extension of the colonial attempt to create kingship
institution in Igboland. This scenario created a resurgence of the
warrant chiefdom of old since it is presently maintained in most part
of Igboland like in Owerri, Umuahia and Awka area, that the
families and descendants of the colonial warrant chiefs are given the
advantage and opportunity that favorably considered them to grab,
once more, what had slipped off their hands. Therefore, it is
common to see a parade of some members of the families of old
warrant chiefs claiming legitimacy to the throne, arguing that their
family’s expired warrant chiefs were the people’s ‘last Ezes’
(Amadiobi, 2025). This brought about in Igboland the untraditional
assumption of the status of ruling houses claiming hereditary right of
succession to the Eze stool of the created autonomous communities.
Paradoxically as it may look, it became a norm that Ezeship
institutions in Igboland have degenerated to become a contest
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between the traditions of descent-based process to that of popular
consent/selection. Whereas, some traditional Ezeship thrones in
Igboland are hereditary, some others are through popular election,
selection or consent.

There exits unseen clash between traditional Igbo leadership
(Ezeship) and introduced systems like monachism, and oligarchism
in Igboland. These external influences, along with traditional
cultural practices, contribute to conflicts within the Ezeship
institution and its role in Igbo communities. As a result, the interplay
of these forces helped in shaping the current dynamics of Ezeship
and its impact on Igbo society. Thus, complex interplay of monastic,
oligarchic, and traditional culture influenced the institution of
Ezeship in Igboland. Traditionally, Igbo society operated with a
decentralized, republican system, where leadership was often vested
in elders and councils of elders. However, the introduction of
Ezeship, particularly through colonial influence, created a new
power structure, often leading to conflict with existing traditional
practices. This has brought inherent conflicts within the Ezeship
institution and its role in Igbo society. The tensions arose from the
imposition of centralized leadership structures (monarchy, oligarchy)
on a traditionally decentralized system with the impact of religious
institutions (monarchism) on the existing cultural and political
landscape. The above analysis on Ezeship informs the basis to
understand the broader consequences of these conflicting forces on
Igbo traditional social-political organization, governance, and
cultural identity. This also had implications for conflict resolution
and community development in Igboland, thereby undermining
traditional conflict resolution mechanisms, introducing new forms of
corruption, and ultimately leading to social and political instability
(Igbokwe, 2025).

Igboland traditionally relied on various institutions like the
council of elders, the Umuada (a group of daughters), and oracles for
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conflict resolution. These systems emphasized community
involvement and restorative justice. In the case of Warrant Chiefs,
they were appointed based on their perceived loyalty rather than
traditional authority and presided over Native Courts. As a result, the
warrant chief system bypassed and weakened traditional conflict
resolution processes, leading to a decline in the authority and
effectiveness of these institutions. The Native Courts, with their
unfamiliar legal procedures and potential for corruption, often failed
to gain the trust of the people, leading to a decline in confidence in
traditional dispute resolution methods (Ekechukwu, 2025). The
warrant chief system created opportunities for corruption and abuse
of power, as chiefs could manipulate the courts for personal gain or
to settle personal scores (Nwankwo, 2024). With the transformation
to Ezeship at independence with relevant local government reform
laws of 1978, the arrogance and trait of monarchism associated with
Warrant Chiefdom permeated into the Ezeship system as well. In
other words, the arbitrariness of power concentration on one person
(Eze) continues to be the case. The traditional expected input from
council of elders, the Umuada, and oracles in conflict resolution no
longer matter and relegated to the background. In most situations
only the Eze and his council sits and decides matters by way of
conflict resolution without the involvement of other relevant
traditional groups, which makes decisions prone to manipulation and
corruption (Oparah, 2025).

In the same line of argument, the component of ‘tradition’ in
the title name ‘Traditional’ of Ndi Eze (Kings) in Igboland is
questionable. Pre-colonial Igbo society had no centralized
administration and so, ordinarily the position of Eze or Igwe (King)
could not have arisen. This informed the argument that a number of
the current Ezes and Igwes of Igboland have their positions today
essentially because their fathers or their grandfather were Warrant
Chiefs during colonial rule (Udensi, 2024). Moreover, the Warrant
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Chiefs did not enjoy traditional approval because they were arbitrary
creation of colonial administration, the people detested them because
they worked for the interest of their pay masters, the colonial
government as against that of their own people who they were
supposed to represent and protect. It is curious to ask at what stage
of the development of Ezeship or Igweship did these offspring of
‘Warrant Chiefs’ acquire traditional legitimacy and acceptability by
the society which saw some of them as impostors. The artificial
creation of Warrant chiefdom occasioned a gradual erosion of
traditional mores among predominantly segmentary peoples, whose
political institution was rooted in village republicanism and the
principle of Igbo-Enwe-Eze (the Igbo have no kings). The anomaly
brought about the ferocity with which Igbo people clamor and fight
for the creation of autonomous communities viewed as a by-product
of the bastardization of traditional institutions in Igboland.

A critical examination of the legal procedures involved in the
creation of autonomous communities and selection of Traditional
Rulers reveals the artificiality involved in all these. Autonomous
communities were arbitrary created to suit the political will and
permutations of the state governors. Hence, it has been politicized to
the advantage of the government in power.

Interestingly, the Ezes or autonomous communities become
legitimate only with government recognition; it also means the same
government can abolish a community or depose its Eze at will as it
deems it necessary, or simply withdraw its recognition as witnessed
in some communities of area of study (Owerri Municipal, Nekede,
Ibeku, Okpala, Ohaji, ihiagwa, etc). This means that the whole
institutions of Ezeship and autonomous community are subject to
abuse. A government can abolish a community on political grounds
or depose an Eze who is perceived to have sympathy with an
opposition party (Akalonu. 2025). Here again, the question of
‘tradition’ is not reckoning with or have any bearable force. The fact

60 Copyright @ Ezenwa-Ohaeto Resource Centre, Awka, Nigeria



Opara Preorcjah Vol. 11, 2026

that the existence of an Eze is subject to the whims and caprices of
political vagaries and not the culture and traditions of the people,
confirms the artificiality of Traditional Ruler ship in Igboland. This
calls to question about the Ilegitimacy of the autonomous
communities and their Ezes in Igboland.

Conclusion

The study highlights the significant disruption and transformation of
Igbo leadership structures. Colonial rule, through the Warrant Chiefs
system, introduced a hierarchical system that bypassed traditional
leadership of the Igbo and undermined the legitimacy of long existed
gerontocracy that recognized the position of elders. This led to the
creation of artificial kingdoms and the marginalization of the Nri
Kingdom, a significant pre-colonial center of Igbo culture and
governance. The imposition of colonial rule also resulted in a shift in
power dynamics, favoring those appointed by the British and leading
to a decline in the authority and influence of traditional leaders and
not rulers in Igboland. Ultimately, the effect of colonialism distorted
Igbo traditional leadership and contributed to a legacy of cultural
and political challenges that continue to impact contemporary Igbo
society. Post colonial legacies of local government reforms and
administration did not help matters as it has further fundamentally
altered the structure and function of Igbo traditional leadership, this
time with a touch of petty politics to perpetually undermine the age-
long traditions of Igbo people in local governance. Unfortunately,
the legacy of colonialism continues to affect Igbo society, with
challenges in navigating the relationship between traditional
leadership and contemporary political structures.
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