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Abstract  

The aim of the paper is to highlight the intrinsic value which the pre-literate Benin and Esan 
societies attached to their rich history and which they still attach to it today as well as 
circumstances and occasions for re-enacting the past and the methods adopted for the 
preservation of their history because it was a vibrant and functional instrument of intra-
intergroup relations before colonial imposition. In Benin and Esan, history is a bridge 
between the past and the present; man has always relied on it as a guide to the future. Indeed 
the historical consciousness of Benin and Esan when applied has always enabled them to 
triumph over their environment. Thus by extension, history has not only been doing a yeo-
man’s job of stabilizing the society, it has also been a reference index to which the people 
naturally recourse to in times of need-as promoted and jealously promoted in several aspect 
of their socio-political, economic, religious and intergroup relations external influences or 
not. 
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Introduction  

For many pre-literate Nigerian societies, history was and is still a dynamic reality. 

That of the Benin and Esan of the present Edo State gives a unique and special example. In 

these societies, history is one of the means of promoting intra-intergroup 

relations/cooperations and the understanding of, and respect for, the institutions and practices 

of the community. Through history the society offers explanations of the world as it is 

conceived by it-the origin of land and sea, the origin of the state, the origin of man, the bases 

of different laws and customs, the tittle of the communities to its land, how and why it differs 

from its neighbours in its religion and customs among others. According to S.O. Biobaku: 

For humble folks, the history of the lineage or the tribe is involved in everyday life 
when a man acquits himself well. He is praised as a worthy son of a great ancestor in 
a moment of failure, a man is adjudged to be unworthy of his forebears. Then in 
cases touching land or succession to tittles, knowledge of the past is often the 
deciding factor. In order to make good one’s claim one must recall age old bequests 
or recite a long list of chiefs and establish one’s link with them.1 
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Apart from the fact that everything around us is history, it can hardly be disputed that 

everything about the emergence of the world is history. What is being said here by extension 

is that the world itself is a product of history. It can therefore be said that history is the source 

of all that has come to be. This observation of historical consciousness and as the source of 

other human activities, intra-intergroup relations or cooperations or inventions has been well 

captured by V.D Robert, when he posits that: 

History is the memory of human group experience. If it is 
forgotten or ignored, we cease in that measure to be 
human. Without history, we have no knowledge of who we 
are or how we came to be, like victims of collective 
amnesia groping in the dark for our destiny. It is the 
events recorded in history that have generated all the 
emotions, the values, the ideals that make life meaningful, 
that have given men something to live for, struggle over 
and die for. Historical events have created all the basic 
human groupings, countries, religions, classes and all the 
loyalties that are attached to these.2 

 

It should be noted that as examined in this paper that, in historical orbit and consciousness of 

the Benin and Esan, there is an unending dialogue between the past and the present. It is this 

dialogue that constitutes a fulcrum which continues to provide a reference point for the 

activities of man. This has been succinctly described by R.G. Collingwood. In his submission 

that: those societies (Benin and Esan inclusive which retain in changing circumstances a 

lively sense of their identity and continuity...are to be counted fortunate not because they 

possess what none is without but in fact rely upon their Historical consciousness.3 

It is implied by nature that history is not just a record of past events; rather, it provides 

a bridge between the past and present, shaping everything that stands in-between and in turn 

being shaped by it. Thus among the Benin and Esan, on a continuous basis, it chronicles, 

investigates, explains and evaluates events as they occur. Besides the truth, it’s only our 

understanding of these events that does not make us go adrift; the knowledge and re-

enactment of them guides our future decisions in order to achieve individual, societal or 

national goals.4 

Academically, many studies exist about Benin and Esan Historical background, 

geographical location, peopling and present population, social-economic and political 

organization in the preliterate period and external influences among others. Among these 

informed works include scholars such as Astely Thomas, An Account of the Kingdom of 

Benin. A General Collection of Voyages and Trevels Vol.3, Bk.2, 1746; Bacon, R.H., Benin 
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City of Blood. London: Arnold 1897; Egharevba, J.U. A Short History of Benin, Lagos, CMS 

Bookshop 1936; Ughulu, E.O. The Short History of Esan, Lagos, Rilway Press 1950, Okojie, 

C.G; Ishan Native Laws and Custom. Yaba Lagos, 1960; Omokhodion, S.I. The Sociology of 

the Esans U.S.A. Pearl Publications, 1998. These studies have treated extensively several 

aspects of Benin-Esan Preliterate History before British external influences.  

Inter-group Relations 

What is important in this type of study is the fact to properly understand the mutative 

nature and character of intergroup relations and nation building, (also referred to in some 

works as national development) and the interplay of the Nigerian 2nd republic in Midwestern 

Region now Edo state, 1979-1983. That being the case, the concern then would be, how can 

intergroup relations and issues of nation building be understood and objectively rationalized 

as a social-economic phenomenon? Put differently, what do we mean by intergroup relations 

and nation building and as a human phenomenon, what does it involve? What are the 

substance, basis and subject matter of inter-group relations and national development and 

how significant is it so far in the growth and development of ethnic groups in plural societies 

such as Edo state of the former/defunct Midwestern Region of Nigeria. 

It has already been observed that as an area of study, inter-group relations appear to 

be one of the recent themes in African Historiography. Curiously however, most pioneer 

scholars, who stimulated interest in this field would appear to have circumvented its 

conceptual definition, preferring instead to concentrate their forms on the analysis of its 

dynamism, pattern and content as well as the way and manner it manifest between groups. 

For example some scholars tend to conceive or perceive intergroup interactions in-terms of 

relations between and among groups or nations. Anything outside this may be far from 

intergroup relation or integrative structures of different groups. In the analyses that follow, 

intergroup relation would be viewed from the approach which is basically considered as 

functional apparatus precisely because of its conceptual elasticity and heuristic coherence in 

the examination of a complex and multidimensional phenomenon as inter-group relations. 

Behavioural scientist like M. Sheriff and C.W.10 Sheriff recognized inter-group 

relations from the social psychology perspective put one of such insights forward. “They 

conceptualized inter-group relations as states of friendship or hospitality, cooperation or 

competition, dominance or subordination, alliance or enmity, peace or war between two or 

more groups and their respective members”. Furthermore, they view a group as a social unit 

consisting of a number of individual who stand in role and status relationship to one another 
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and possess a set of values or norms of their own to regulate their behaviour towards each 

other in matters affecting them. 

A.E. Afigbo in his analysis of The Igbo and Their Neighbours offers another 

important clarification on intergroup relations. According to him: 

intergroup relations presupposes contact and interactions between groups 
each of which has an identity to make some inputs into the relationship in 
short, each of which has some scope and area of autonomous actions.11 

 

This raises a number of fundamental conceptual issues regarding the phenomenon of 

intergroup relations that should be identified. The first of these is that, intergroup relations 

entail contact and interactions between groups. This ordinarily implies that it is the logical 

consequence of contact between people in which case, it deals with human beings and is 

therefore a social phenomenon. 

The second issue arising from Afigbo’s view is the unique identities of interacting 

groups. This ramifies into a wide range of issues not the least of which is variations in natural 

endowments, comparative and absolute advantages, divergent social-economic and political 

needs and idiosyncrasies of people.12 For an uncritical observer, the socio-economic, political 

and cultural heterogeneity ordinarily promote isolation and non-contact between groups in 

conglomerate societies such as the then Midwestern Region, now Edo state. Thus it is the 

duty of any of the state instrument of governance is to establish structures and motivate 

policies of ethnic or group integration as examined in this paper. 

In the case of the defunct Midwestern Region, as our focus, it is instructive to note 

that though these relationships took the form of disputes, competition for resources and 

positions/appointment, ethnic recognition and assertion, market disputes, hatred, internal 

grudges etc. They also expressed themselves through diplomacy, unity for the growth and 

nation building of the region, confronting of known and unknown enemies, and cooperation 

with government policies implemented for group integration. According to Osamudiamen, 

regardless of the fact that each ethnic and sub-ethnic group of the then Midwestern Region 

has its unique identity and occupies contiguous territory, there was and has always been 

considerable request and demonstration of inter-ethnic relations and advocacy for nation 

building especially in use of their natural and human resources.13 

Relevant to the above examination is the question of the reciprocity of interactions’ 

which Afigbo also underlines as an important element of intergroup relations. This is a 

fundamental imperative because, at whatever level and in whichever way it manifests, 

intergroup relations is a two way process of interaction which involves a giving and taking in 



5 
 

a way and manner that is generally supportive by any government or leader of the socio-

political formation involved.14 This element of mutual reciprocity must have influenced S.A. 

Okigbe’s, understanding of intergroup relations in his work on the “Agila people and their 

Neighbours”5. He perceived intergroup relations as cooperation between groups that takes 

the form of trade, diplomatic ties, equitable distribution of natural resources, mutual 

borrowing of ideas, and techniques among others. 

This element of intergroup exchanges is reinforced, insitu by the ability of groups to 

contribute meaningfully to the totality of their aspirations of even dreams. It should be noted 

however, that while cooperation underlines this symbiosis, this is not to suggest, ab-initio, 

that this precludes conflict. As a matter of fact, conflict is and will always be part of this 

process. Social scientists, particularly Sociologists, view conflict as an important stage and/or 

process of intergroup relation. However, it should be immediately added that rather than 

comprehend conflict as a preponderant variable, it should be seen as the consequence of an 

ever-changing nature as character of the factors which in most cases facilitate contact 

between people. Other writers who have written so much on intergroup relations having 

related topics to this paper include, N. Nwabueze, O.O. Okpeh Jr., S. Ogieoba, O.B. 

Matthew, O. Ikime, D.O. Egbefo and O. Otite17 from the above analyses, it is clear that as a 

complex human phenomenon factored fundamentally on social, economic and cultural 

conditions intergroup relations is of a process within a broad continuum.18 

Whether perceived from a normative or empirical/analytical perspective the term 

Nation Building is a highly complex one. Normatively, it can mean different things to 

different people. However, it can be taken as a program of action in which dysfunctional 

states or economies are given support in developing governmental infrastructure, civil 

society, dispute mechanisms as well as economic assistance in order to create stability, group 

interactions among others. To state it differently, the term implies that someone is doing the 

building intentionally with the sole purpose of creating a strong state which can promote 

national security, ethnic integration, expected growth and development and equality among 

the ethnic nationalities.19 

At analytic/empirical level, the concept can be explicated as a strategy that seeks to 

integrate ideology and create a functional state apparatus with a view to developing a unified 

and harmonious society. Furthermore, if nation building assumes a status of a program then it 

is more likely to be evolutionary, but when it becomes a strategy it tends to be for 

development purposes.20 
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Others still see nation building as an attempt by internal state actors to strengthen their 

power domestically for political dominance. In other words, it has to do with power relations 

or more aptly as a means of re-distribution of power among other resources.21 Thus the whole 

idea of nation building is an in-ward looking technical expertise of creating and strengthening 

psychological, political, organizational and geographical borders.22 

When Obasanjo assumed office in 1999 he envisaged nation building (National 

Development) with the following among others.23: 

a. buoyant economy, full employment and food security for all; 

b. the integrated development of rural areas such that everywhere in Nigeria would have 

basic amenities such as electricity, water, schools, good roads and good health 

facilities, 

c. sustainable development of human resources through sound education; 

d. the development of the Niger Delta, other oil producing areas and those segments of 

the country affected by ecological and/or environmental degradation, 

e. a nation where utilities work modem infrastructures of cope with present and future 

needs; 

f. the reduction of poverty through increased jobs and opportunities for self enrichment, 

and self reliance; 

g. a healthy society through the pursuit of various national health programmes with 

emphasis on primary care: among others. 

In order to attain most of the above, president Obasanjo came up with the National 

Economic Empowerment and Development Strategy-NEEDS which focused on the following 

four key strategies: Reorienting values, Reducing poverty, Creating wealth, and Generating 

employment. It is based the notion that these goals can be achieved and sustained only by 

integrating the various ethnic nationalities in Nigeria. According to Esedebe, ‘Nation-

building is one of the cardinal’s objectives of the federal and states government of Nigeria. It 

implies the determination of all Nigerians to join hands in building a united, strong and self-

reliant nation that in which racism, class struggle, corruption, terrorism and nepotism will not 

thrive.24 

In the then Midwestern region, antecedent of their great historical importance of built 

state consciousness is the historical relationship which existed among them. For Eamp1e their 

story of a common origin and common colonial experience conformed with their quest for 

national consciousness, patriotism and intergroup relationship. According to chief Imade, 
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‘this began with colonial conquest ,through to amalgamation, independence and political 

changes that would/need occur to make citizens feel secured and have sense of belonging’.25 

 

 

Re-enactments of Benin and Esan Historical Orbit and Consciousness as Instruments of 

Intra-Intergroup Relations  

a. Enthronement of Benin and Esan Kings:  

Some of the important ways by which pre-literate Benin and Esan societies re-enact 

their history are the ceremonies leading to the enthronement of an Oba and Enojie in Benin 

and Esan respectively. In both societies, the stories of their waves or prominent migrations 

are re-enacted during the installation of a new king. The king is made to re-enact the starting 

and final part of the journey of his ancestors to the town and the ceremonies often take place 

in the compound of the original inhabitants of the town.5 This is done because of the 

importance attached to their history, which they regard as sacred. For instance in one of 

Benin historical re-enactment performed during the installation of the Oba of Benin, a mock 

battle is staged between the Oba’s followers and the supporters of Ogiamen, the traditional 

descendant of an earlier ruler of Benin at the time when Oba Ewedo (c1255-1282AD) took 

possession of Benin City and moved to the site of the present palace.6 Having described what 

transpired during the mock battle, Egharevba concludes, “Ever since every Oba has to cross a 

bridge at Isekhinre quarter on his coronation day and on the seventh day fight with Ogiamen 

in memory of the victory of that day”.7 In Esanland, it is not a mock battle. The selection and 

installation of an Onojie, king in Uromi, Irrua, Ubiaja and most other towns is different.8 

Though the Onojie has several wives with several children, the sons particularly the first to 

the third, are generally well known. The first son is not only well known but is closely 

watched right from his early childhood to adult age, by the Iweguae (Ibie Eguae). These in 

Esan are servants, attendants and palace favourites in close contact with the day to day 

happening at the Odugha, palace.9 This recognized first son must be legitimate and must not 

be an issue from any lover. His position is daily confirmed as the recognized son and heir, by 

the custom of his eating all the hearts of animal slaughtered at the ancestral shrine in the 

palace.10 Thus by the time his father dies, he is already so well know that the kingmakers 

have no trouble in making a selection, which is really, a formal invitation for him to step 

forward. Very wisely in some districts like Irrua, Uromi, Ewohimi and Ekpoma, according to 

some informants, the heir apparent is recognized officially by making him live at Oyomo 

with his immediate family, so that by the time the father dies he is already enjoying some 
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state privileges like a chief.11 The re-enactment put credence to the peoples belief that “Ojie 

ifo bhe Eguale”. The throne is never vacant. With this in view as soon as the Onojie joins his 

ancestors, his first son is sent to go through the test of eating the hearts of animals. 

 

The Edaiken (Edayi N’Iken) 

 This is the title of the Oba (king) apparent or more precisely, the Oba-in-waiting or 

Oba-designate. It is reserved for the King’s eldest son. The Benin tradition operates on the 

principle of primogeniture. So the throne passes to the Oba’s eldest son as the custom is 

patriarchal. This principle is very paramount as it makes for stability of the kingdom and 

prevents in-fighting when the Oba dies. There is no question of any other chief or individual 

being second in line to the throne of the ancient Benin kingdom because aisagbonrio oba 

(becoming a king is decided before birth). 

 The Edaiken title, which is conferred by the reighning Oba on his eldest son, has a 

long interesting history behind it. This will be dealt with another time. It is important to note 

that the first Edaiken was inducted by Oba Ewuare into the Uzama Nobles group to act as his 

eyes and ears within the group. The Edaiken, therefore, is one of the seven Uzama chiefs 

(Uzama n’ihiron) and they constitute the king-makers. Since the Edaiken is the one to be 

crowned, his membership of the Uzama chiefs is to ensure due process in accordance with the 

tradition and custom. There were six Uzama chiefs until the time of Oba Ewuare who added 

one to make them seven, an odd and a metaphysical number in Benin mythology and 

numerology. Oba Ewuare himself was a great metaphysician, warrior and empire builder.  

The Iyase of Benin  

The Benin Kingdom has a structured administrative system for its day-to-day running 

with the Oba as the administrative and spiritual head. In fact, we describe him as the 

custodian of our culture and tradition and the representative for the gods on earth. The 

running of the Benin Empire is based on an administrative hierarchy which is very different 

from those of Oba’s heredity, immediate family hierarchy and inheritance to the throne. 

The administrative set-up of the Benin Empire should not be confused with heredity 

to the Benin throne as they are entirely different. Whereas the Ediaken is next in line to the 

throne, based on heredity by primogeniture, he is not the next in line in the administrative 

hierarchy of the kingdom to his father, the reigning king. In Benin history, custom and 

tradition, the Edaiken has no palace or official role until his father joins his ancestors. Then, a 

palace is quickly built for him in Uselu village which is today a conurbation of Benin City in 

preparation for his coronation. After his coronation as the new Oba, the Edaiken palace is 
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quickly pulled down in the manner it was quickly built; there can never be two Oba’s palaces 

in Benin. Such is the Benin tradition which is envied by other cultures. The expansive ground 

on which the dismantled Edaiken’s palace was built would then be fenced as traditional 

ground in Uselu village. 

Perhaps the administration of the ancient Benin Kingdom may be better understood if 

we compare it to the British system of governance where the reigning queen or king has a 

prime minister chosen by the people to run the affairs of the United Kingdom on a daily 

basis. The monarch also has a son who is the heir-apparent to the throne. A current example 

is the Prince of Wales, Prince Charles, who also does not have input to the day-to-day 

administration of the United Kingdom. 

In the same way, the Edaiken of Benin has no role in the day to day running of the 

Benin Kingdom whilst his father is on the throne. Whereas, a son or daughter can become 

king or queen in Britain, in Benin Kingdom, only sons ascend the throne of their fathers and 

become Obas. 

It is perfectly correct to describe the Iyase of Benin as the second-in-command to the 

Benin monarch; that is precisely what he is. That is why he is the prime minister of the 

kingdom. That is precisely what Oba Ewedo, who enunciated the title, Iyase (Ona Iya s’ uwa) 

more than ten centuries ago (1255AD), wanted to achieve. An excellent comparison is the 

relationship between the British monarch and the British prime minister as earlier stated. 

Though the Onojie’s burial ceremonies lasts up to three months, the essential 

customary ceremonies, which are a must, are completed in seven days. With the vital 

ceremonies over that are after seven days, the Elders, Edion of the kingmakers gather at the 

palace led by the chief priest, Ohen and the Odionwele.12 The heir apparent is now dressed in 

the traditional Ohen wears with the wrists, ankles and neck resplendent with several coils or 

strings of coral beads, while wearing the Ubunuku, loose wrapper tied round the wrest. He is 

taken before the ancestral shrine believed where the spirits of all the past Enijie are now 

assembled.13 A goat is slaughtered to appease them and the Osukhure custodian of all shrines 

presents the ritual items and blesses him in their name. The heir is then taken to the inner 

Ojiukho, main throne which is close to the shrine, and he is installed by the Osukhure in 

attendance with the Odionwele of the kingmakers’ clan: Egbele and the Oniha, the traditional 

prime minister. Holding him up by both hands, he is ‘counted’ on the throne, and in comfort, 

praised as monarch of all he surveys.14 During the actual counting the three men are blessing 

him and repeating, Ukhats Ukpele, Ale Renomon, Long may you reign and when your reign 

comes to a great end may you be succeeded by your own son.15 
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The men now step back and give him the first salutation as Onojie Do Omon which is 

replaced in modern times with Zaiki, your worship your lordship supremacy meaning may 

your reign be blessed. This is the signal for all the kingmakers and elders to come forward to 

pay homage to their new king. Then follows the booming of dane guns, and he moves on now 

to the outer Ojiukhuo where he is presented to the rest member of Eguare, palace and the 

general public to show their obeisance and honour in order of precedence. According to Dr 

Amos Okoson, “Though he is now the lawful king and has full claim to the title and all in the 

palace, no outing is allowed and the administration is not carried on till after three months, 

when the traditional Prime Minister, Oniha or in the case of Irrua the Uwague, has been 

thanked for his services.16 

In both re-enactments discussed above, on such occasions important traditions of the 

society are recounted publicly and some secretly. Symbolic events of the people are 

dramatized, the laws, genealogies, cognomens, titles, praise songs are chanted, some aspect 

of stories of origin, migration settlement recounted among others and dance steps of the 

ancestors are put into display by the elders and kingmakers who narrates their essence and 

relation to the ceremonies at hand. In all, these re-enactments accuracy is required. To miss 

out a step in the ceremonies could lead to serious consequences.17  

Similarly, another re-enactment of the Benins attached to the coronation of an Oba is 

a popular belief fostered and encouraged, is that, the Benin Kingdom is the centre of creation 

or cradle of the world, Edo Orisiagbon. It is believed that all other peoples started life on Edo 

land for the Oba of Benin owns the land as given him by God Almighty, Osanoghodua. This 

is the origin of the title “Ogiso” sky king from heaven which came to be the title of the 

earliest Benin kings before the advent of Oranmiyan.18 Contrary to this view the descendants 

of the leaders who brought the people to Benin either from Egypt, Ife, Sudan are constantly 

reminded during the Oba of Benin re-enactment installation ceremonies that, although there 

was waves of migrations, but that the Benin first settlers Ogodomigodo descended from the 

sky.19 Thus, this act of a historical event has been carefully preserved in a popular Benin 

tradition and this fact has been completely submerged in the idealisation of Benin as the 

centre of all creation. These examples also reminds us of one of the important aspects of oral 

traditions when past events of great relevance are re-enacted during the course of a 

contemporary event.20 

b. Palace and Compounds of Prominent Chiefs   

In the palaces and compounds of leading chiefs, there are established complex 

methods of preserving and transmitting the history and traditions of the people. Among the 
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Benin for example, offices are established whose holders carry the responsibility of 

consciously preserving official historical accounts of the entire kingdom.21 Because of their 

important roles, these ‘traditional historians’ are carefully trained and their offices are nearly 

always hereditary. Uzama, the traditional prime minister, Oliha, chief mourner and 

kingmaker, Uwangue, the master of Oba’s wardrobe, Iyase, the commander-in-chief of the 

warriors the office of Osukhure/Esekhure of Benin, the Chief Priest and that of Ezomo, 

traditional councillor were offices established to keep the factual traditions of the people in 

such matters as the list of kings and other chieftains, chronicles of each reign, its exploits, the 

appellations, praise verses of each king and their prominent chiefs.22 The primary motive is to 

guide the kings and the chiefs through the appropriate education of Historical consciousness. 

According to some informants, the tradition of keeping official court historians did really 

strived in Benin kingdom. The assignment rested on the shoulders of the royal families and 

the Ekhaemon, titled chiefs and the dukes, Enigies in Esanland.  

In Esanland, the non and hereditary titles holders are Ekhaemon patterned on the line 

of the Uzama Nihiron of Benin kingdom. They held their posts by right of birth rather than 

the pleasure of the Onojie and the Odionwele of each of the villages. They and the Chief 

Priest, where highly respected as the custodian of the people’s histories.23 Some of them are 

descendant from the founders of the villages or towns. They include the Oniiha, Iyasere, 

Ezomo, Edohen, Oloton, Uwague and Ero. They all share similar functions with those of 

Benin. They were termed “professional traditional historians” because they commits to 

memory the list of the Enogies from the first leader of the waves of migration experienced in 

the remote past to the present rulers with the names of their immediate parents and with 

summarized accounts of most important events of their reigns among other activities.24 These 

traditional historians have to recite the king list during the coronation ceremonies, realizing 

fully well that if they make any mistake the people would regard it as a  bad omen, which 

may result in the wrath of the ancestors.25 By this method, we are assured that reliable and 

dynamic lists are being handed down from generation to generation. Among the Benin, the 

Ehogbe, the worshippers of the departed kings, the Ogbelaka, the royal brass smith play the 

role of the official custodians of several aspects of Benin history and culture.26 Similarly in 

Esan, the Odibo, palace servants, some of the king’s farmers, Ekakhuolo, warriors, native 

doctors, herbalist Oboh, and the wards of the king are in a way professional flatterers in a 

subtle way among the custodian of the affairs of the state since they have access to the 

happenings of the palace, the headquarter of the state, the sit of power.27 



12 
 

c. The Traditional Role of Elders in Benin and Esan in re-enactment and 

reconstruction of the Past 

The respect for and dignity of elders in Benin and Esan communities was/is not 

limited to the family as it transcended its boundaries. It was also at work through the 

promotion of informal educational institutions when and where the secret history of a 

previously existing society was/is taught. The elders of each families teach and re-enact 

history through institutions connected with puberty rites, initiations into age grades, Otu, 

secret societies, Iwolo (awo) the initiations and training of religious priests diviners, 

spiritualists, herbalists, cultural dancers and some others.28 Priests, herbalists and native 

doctors were not only historians in their own right but also embodiments of history,29 because 

history is expressed not only in narratives  but also in sacred poetry as in the divinations 

practised in many societies especially in Benin and Esan land.29 Take the interregnum and the 

beginning of Obaship of Benin for example. The Ogiso period ended in 1000AD following 

the banishment of Ogiso Owodo who was said to have cursed a pregnant woman to death 

forbidden by the Benins.30 History also have it that Ogiso Owodo in his desire to ensure that 

the primogeniture law was maintained became obsessed with the idea that he might not have 

a child of his own to succeed him if his only son Ekaladerhan was to die before him.31 His 

wives took advantage of this obsession and so persuaded the king to consult the oracle to 

explain the reason why Ogiso’s wives could not bear him another male children. Esagho the 

most senior wife of the last Ogiso led the delegation to consult the oracle on the issue. It 

turned out that Esagho herself was responsible for the inability of the Ogiso’s wives to have 

children.32 The oracle then recommended that Esagho had to be executed to appease the gods 

of the land before the Ogiso could have more children. By Esagho’s intrigue, the oracle’s 

message was twisted to say that Ogiso’s only child Ekaladerhan must be sacrificed. 

Ekaladerhan, according to the story, wandered away into the bush and finally arrived at Uhe, 

Ile-Ife where he settled with his own men among the people he found in his new abode.33 

However, history had it that when Owodo eventually died without a successor there 

was an interregnum which led to the search of Ekaladerhan. Oranmiyan the founder of the 

present Benin dynasty and the originator of the word ‘Oba’ probably from an abbreviation of 

the original name of the first rulers Ogiso, Obagodo: Oba-king, Godo-high; thus High King). 

It became an officially connotation beginning with Oba Eweka 1, the son of Oranmiyan.34 

This expresses the general belief that History is expressed not only in narratives but also in 

sacred perspectives as in the divinations practised in many societies. The Benin people 

believe that the Ogiso, high/sky kings were present when Osanobua, God Almighty created 
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heaven and earth and they mastered the moral and physical laws with which Osanobua 

governed the universe.35 

d. Religious, Believes and Worship 

In spite of foreign technology, political and religious ideologies, the Benins and Esan 

remain a guard against all tendencies which would destroy their socio-cultural heritages. 

They therefore find it very imperative to keep up these practices not only for their intriusic 

values but for the fulfilment of their self expression and re-enactment of history.36 Thus like 

many other Nigerian pre-literate societies, they preserved, and still preserve, aspects of their 

history in their socio-cultural heritages which include religious festivals, believe in many 

gods, and life after death, production and preservation of art/artefactual materials, ritual 

practices among others. 

Ague: This is Benin traditional fasting ceremony. During the festival there is total 

obstainance for a period of three months of mediation in which the Oba of Benin is not 

expected to entertain visitors. It is a period which brings the people nearer to the ethos of 

their ancestors in search of divine wisdom and blessings. In the words of Frank Idehen: 

This festival is actually an atonement and self purification period. Man is not a 
god so for three months of the whole year, he is expected to abstain from all 
earthly and evil acts to enable the gods mediate before the ancestors for 
forgiveness, protection and desired progress.37 

 
It should be recalled that it was during the Ague festival that the British Officials visited 

Benin and insisted to see the Oba which eventually led to the attack and fall of Benin 

kingdom in 1897. It is also remembered and celebrated in some parts of Esanland in 

sympathy with the Benin people, another example of Benin-Esan intergroup relations.38  

Igue: This is the festival for goodluck. It began in Oba Ewuare’s period (1440-1473) 

Oba Ewuare the Great as Prince Ogun in exile.39 During his flight in the forest, he rested 

under a tree. He wake up only to discover that he sat on a boa constrictor and noticed a 

leopard petched on a tree feeding on its prey whose blood dripped onto the prince’s head. 

Prince Ogun killed the two creatures and anointed his head with their blood to thank God for 

his valore and safety.40 This was the beginning of this festival which features the anointing of 

the head with blood. It has no fixed day but the festive nature, kindness of the weather in 

December make the month the choice of all for such an important and felicitious occasion. 

Hence the shifting of time to December.41 During Igue, Benin and Esan turn out in their best 

attire and the cities are practically caught in a frenzy for felicitations. Men and women dance 

and sing in pious glorification of the gods that had protected them throughout the outgoing 

year. The ostentatious display of the flamboyant Benin and Esan kings and chiefs and the 
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uniqueness of their traditional dresses are something quite reminiscent of the power and 

splendour that was Benin and Esanland before 1900. Oral traditions still posit that, in those 

days, agbon oba the pre-European period, most of the ceremonies were held at night, a 

situation which made the lives of the ordinary citizens most insecure.42 Again, according to 

Frank Idehen: 

The Oba and the Esan Enijie, the custodian of the people’s customs and 
traditions attach great importance to the Igue celebration. Nowadays Igue 
provides the only occasion during which the rulers wears their full traditional 
regalia and dances with the royal scimitar, Eben in the presence of their people 
who always look up to the ceremonies with great joy and excitement because 
Igue is now akin to the white man’s New Year ceremony which current 
diversities among the Benin and Esan peoples.43 

 

Ikhure: Other prominent religious festivals celebrated by the Benin and the Esan people in 

their historical consciousness re-enacted of the past till this day include that of Ikhure-

celebrated in the first month of the Benin year in which the children of the reigning Oba 

observe what they call “Ama” creation of all that is on earth and  beyond. Livestock like 

goats, chickens are used for feast to mark the fertility of the land.44  

Ugie-ivie: This is the festival for cleaning the royal coral beads. Beads have been 

articles of high values in Benin and recently in Esan society. The festival provide a source of 

information by the celebrants for their trade exploits and aspect of glass technology before 

the advent of European in Benin and Esanland where beads were not manufactured then.45 

Others include, Ugie-Oro, the festival of affluence, Eyan Oro, New yam festival celebrated in 

both places. Ugie-Ogun, the festival in memory of the gods of iron. Another re-enactment of 

history is in the believe in many godo and hero worship.46  

Ugie-Ewere: This festival is for good luck obtained from the luck leaves Ewere 

usually plucked from the forest. It began in Oba Ewuare’s time, 1440-1473 when luck shone 

on him after the tribulation of losing on the same day two grown up sons. When Oba 

Ewuare’s wife Ewere, had a male child for him, the Oba felt compensated for the loss and he 

was so happy that he initiated Ugie-Odudua or Aguosa, the festival in memory of Odudua. It 

was first introduced to Benin by Oba Eweka 1 (1200-1235) who was the son of Prince 

Oranmiyan the son of Oduduwa. He celebrated the occasion with the luck-leaves, Ewere 

which name incidentally was the name of the wife.47  

Ikpoleki: Is yet another festival in the book of Benin historical re-enactment. The 

festival is in memory of Okhuaihe deity. It is a festival celebrated by the Benin religious 

community which constitutes of Ikhven,48 trust/allegiance Okhuaihe as a human being was 
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one of Oba Ewuare disciples. He was reputed to have visited the spirit world to bring the Oba 

longevity and prosperity medicine portion. When he died, he was canonised and deified.49  

Eghute: Is the festival still celebrated especially by the Benins to ward off wars and 

troubles. During its celebration, pregnant women keep out of the city to avoid seeing strange 

and weird masquerades which might be injurious to the unborn child.50 

Moreover, the believe in many gods and deities among the Benin and Esan is seen as 

an aspect of their cultural achievement because all forms of religions believe in one form of 

deity were intermediaries through which prayers, appeals and supplications were communed 

to Osanobua/Osenobua, the supreme God. They also believe and worship their ancestors and 

deities who have been adjudged lived exemplary life, which they consider sublimed enough 

to lead them unto God who lives in Heaven ‘Iso’ above in peace and happiness. According 

Mary Osayangbon: 

The Benin and Esan traditional religion sees no difference from what other form 
of religious practice except that the modes of worship vary in form and not in 
structure. For example they believe that all religion practice sacrifices, ablution 
and rituals. Sanctification are normally accompanied with rituals and 
incantations which invoke the spirits of the Supreme God to bring them close to 
him in hope that they would be acceptable as God’s own creatures who would 
live and die only to rise and stand before God to give account of their 
stewardship and relationship with fellow brothers and sisters far and near.51 

 

As mentioned earlier, these gods who in the past were human beings but through 

demonstration of mystical or ritualistical powers have become deified or canonised. The most 

venerated deity in Benin and Esan include the god of iron Ogun, god of the sea known as 

Olokun, god of earth, Osun, god of medicine, god of death, Ojiun, god of the Unoko tree and 

elinwhi, the worship of departed parents.52 

Life After Death: Believe in life after death among Benin and Esan is another way of 

re-enacting their past which also cement intra and intergroup relations and cooperaiton. For 

example, Hero and Heroine, Ihen worship is still prominent. These were men or women, 

some of whom turned themselves into some natural features e.g. rivers, ponds, hills, trees, 

animals among others for the survival, development and unity of their communities. History 

holds them as mythical and semi-mythical figures of the past. The people have many of them 

which they worship with reverence. These deities have their cults or shrines at their locations 

of origin, usually the village wide-groove and forest. Some examples are: Ise/Orinwioria, 

Erumian, Okhuo, Ikhokho, Ekpenede, Emotan, Okopon, Ovbo, Agba, Uda, Amese, Ekpereijie, 

Odu, Oghomighon, Onor, Uwagbo among others.53 
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e. Production, Utilization and Preservation of Benin and Esan Arts and Artefactual 

Materials 

Through the ages record in drawings, moulds of various gods and various handicrafts 

are part and parcel of Benin and Esan cultural heritages because they were/are also 

instrument of intra-intergroup relations among the Benin and Esan people. Their social 

conditions must have compelled them again and again to put daily experiences in a 

permanent visual form either to remind them of the past or for futuristic endeavours.54 These 

great works of various dimensions have now assisted the archaeologist to decipher the remote 

past of the people. These artefacts, sculptures, weaving, drama, dances, songs, 

materials/costumes, poems and abstract parcel of their cultural heritage also aid in the 

reconstruction of the past.55 For instance, the famous Benin bronzes and some still in the 

stores of historical records assist historians and anthropologists to unearth a wealth of 

knowledge about the ancient Benin and Esan people.56 These works depict the dynamic 

cultural activities of the people and it element of cooperation and development.  

Another instrument of intra-intergroup relations of Benin and Esan people is/was 

Ritual practice, which is specialised and only through some special/initiation knowledge by 

members joining a certain cult and rising through the ranks, after learning the appropriate 

information at each secret step. Certain Benin cults are not permitted in the city. Most of the 

cults are dedicated to culture heroes Ihen who according to legendary information were once 

famous warriors, magicians and court figures who came into conflict with the Oba.57 They 

fled the cities and sought refuge in their home village where they are transformed into super-

natural phenomenon, mainly spirits and ghost. These Ihen are worshipped as protective 

deities concerned with health and fertility but mostly to ward off evil spirit. This is still the 

culture of the Benin and as well practised by some of the Esan in the remembrance of their 

supernatural heroes because of it uniting factors.58 

Though, many of these traditionalists, Benin and Esan have become either Christians 

or Moslems yet, a large number of them combine their new religious belief with the 

traditional form of worship due to its intra-intergroup connections and cooperation.59 

Other aspect of the peoples socio-cultural historical re-enactment still strictly obeyed 

most especially in the villages include traditional mourning of lost husband/wife, law of 

inheritance, traditional marriages, worship of special supernatural features for bravery, 

strength, magical power among others.60 

f. Place Names: 



17 
 

Often events and circumstance compressed into significant forms were constantly 

used for the effective demonstration of intra-intergroup relations. One example is place 

names such as; Igueben town in Esanland. The story went that after Oba Esigie defeated the 

Attah of Idah in 1516, granted Eben one of his warrior permission to stay in Igueben 

Esanland to prevent the Idah soldiers from advancing into Benin Kingdom, Igue in Benin 

means village.61 Other place names among the Benin and Esan include Ughoton, once the 

kingdoms port and some other places founded by some Esan and Benin hunters, traders and 

warriors. None of these settlements had a separate king because all the principal chiefs and 

important personages are office bearers of either the Oba or Enojie. Such names include 

Iguebazuwa, Igueriakhi, Eko, Ologbo, Odighi among others. 

g. Epigrams and Aphorisms:  

Moreover, the Benin and Esan among the many pre-literate societies in Nigeria often 

preserved and still preserved aspects of their history in epigrams and aphorisms as 

instruments of intra-intergroup contacts. Referring to Benin and Esan, Obahon says “They 

have always expressed their feelings concerning the relevance of a consciousness of the past 

in the presents in their proverbs and aphorisms”.62 For example the Benin and Esan still 

narrates stories of notorious rulers who refused to mend their bad ways before their death. 

People are always reminded about the evil deeds of past rulers and how the end was ghastly. 

The epigrams and proverbs serves as a warning to all aspiring truants and those who persists 

in doing evil. Moreso, those of good rulers still abound among the people. For example, 

Owodo was the last Ogiso of Benin after Arigho glorious reign. Owodo’s reign spelt disaster 

for Benin and her neighbours far and wide. After his death, ditty songs were composed for 

him and some others like him.63 The purpose of these sayings was to emphasise the 

importance of good governance expected of rulers. The same was also mentioned of Onojie 

Eheimuan, the tyrant of Ewu 1868-1898 and Onojie Onosegbe 1. 1931-1946 of Ewohimi 

Esanland.64 Their reign brought all kind of hardship to their people.  

h. Stories, Proverbs and Riddles and Songs: 

Most recently, another way by which the Benin and Esan reconstruct their past as 

instruments of intra-intergroup relations in the present rest on stories, proverbs, riddles and 

songs. Every community has its tales of origin, heroes, heroines, wars, exploit, and many 

other events. Such stories Ido, Ogbido also convey information on their history, geography, 

politics and social norms. They explain the why, where, when and how of the world and the 

community’s immediate environment. In Benin and Esan before the advent of the colonial 

masters, stories was one of the valuable tools in the education, socialization and 
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entertainment of members of the community.65 Children in particular gather immense 

information through these stories because through them children get to know consciously or 

unconsciously what their societies consider good or bad behaviour, the taboos and sanctions 

against them and the general belief system. 

Proverbs Kpaitan and riddles are aspects of the spoken word in Benin and Esan 

communities. Proverbs provide useful information in understanding their philosophy of life, 

their beliefs and the substance of their culture. They outline a code of conduct by stipulating 

what should or should not be done and the condition under which certain actions and 

situations are accepted. Most proverb start by referring to the peoples past, and when and 

how they were first used and its interpretation. 

The riddle belongs to the same generic group as the proverb. The riddle can take the 

form of a question, a statement or description designed to test the hearer’s ingenuity in 

providing an answer or meaning of the reference.66 The riddle is nearly always used in 

contest situations and mostly by children. Besides their entertainment value, riddles provide 

information on social and cultural issues and develop children knowledge of the remotes past 

of the society.67 

Songs was/is used in its widest sense to incorporate more than any piece set of music. 

In Benin and Esan communities, songs constitute important features of festivals and 

ceremonies, they also stand on their own in the reconstruction of their past and also fir intra-

intergroup relations. Songs range from the profane and abusive to the serious and religious. 

They convey various types of information. Some songs sang at moonlight gatherings, for 

example, provide a means of satirising way wards girls and boys, lazy mothers, or undutiful 

fathers, thereby emphasising cultural norms. Such songs talk about the value of marriage, 

obedience, inter-intraethnic integration, interdependence, alliances, communal use of 

resource, cohesion, brave heroes, good and bad actions of past heroes and leaders etc. In 

Benin and Esanland, birth songs, praise songs, religious songs sang when occasion demands 

have one or two things to do with remote past of the people’s neibhours, ancestors and 

forebears.68   

The Significance of Historical Consciousness in the Reconstruction of Preliterate Benin-

Esan Societies  

It is important to note that every society has at one point in time or the other relied on 

historical re-enactment to reconstruct the past especially as instrument to cement intra-

intergroup ties. For example medieval Western Europe, historians relied heavily on oral 

sources.69 It will be interesting to know that it was only in the 19th century that European 
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Historians started or began to consider historical reconstruction through re-enactments in 

Oral forms as inferior to written sources. 

For most parts of Africa before the 19th century, historical consciousness through 

enactment and display of the peoples past occupied a central place in the history of the 

period. It provided the most fruitful source of information about the remote and near past 

especially in the divergent contacts with neighbours. Thus, every Benin and Esan has the 

tradition and pay serious attention to its preservation. It is important to note that, historical 

consciousness in Benin and Esanland covers a broader areas and in some cases encompasses 

several aspects of society brought together.70 These consciousness often contains traditions of 

origin of a people, of a dynasty, of institutions, use of genealogies among some groups to 

establish some rights for existence. 

Another significance of the historical consciousness of preliterate and contemporary 

people is that the ‘historians’ of pre-literate societies do have a primary source of oral 

evidence with which to supplement other documentary sources. For instance, the tradition of 

historical consciousness among Benin and Esan emphasize the legal, constitutional, and 

political affairs of the society. The Benin and Esan like any other Nigerian people made sure 

that “All people live their history, for those who do”.71 

The knowledge of history in the form of oral traditions/re-enactment of the past has 

several functions for the preliterate and contemporary Benin and Esan societies. It enables the 

individual to locate himself within his family and lineage cum members of society. It is the 

principal source for regulating lives of one kingdom and another. It is an embodiment of 

people’s laws and customs, regulating and directing their behaviour. It is small wonder then 

that the traditions are preserved in various form, such as praise names, religious and political 

ceremonies, songs, dances, poems etc. transmitted from one generation to another.72 

Moreover, the elders are therefore expected to have indepth knowledge of history and 

explain to their children and which when reconstructed during ceremonies, festivals, rituals 

and in some other acts gives a clearer picture of the elders narrations. The respect paid to the 

elders is derived in great part from the depth of their knowledge or ignorance of the past.73 

When a man attains a great old age, he has also worked himself up to a spiritual plane of a 

high degree and such a man becomes a seer of some sort. In a milieu such as this, when 

nothing is new under the sun and old men’s counsel is sought in the making of present 

decisions, there can be no doubt of the important role of historical consciousness in the 

writing of preliterate Benin and Esan history.74 
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Dealings of each ethnic group with its neighbours made a preservation of traditions 

vital to self-respect and pride. It is necessary for the ruling family to remember the order and 

line of succession of their communities and those of their far and near neighbours. This is of 

special moment if there is an element of rotation. Even where a highly centralized state 

system was not developed like that of Esan, it was still possible to collect the comprehensive 

list of priest of tutelary deities in the reconstruction of the origin of the monarchy in 

Esanland. 

Historical reconstruction/re-enactment is also important for keeping records of 

warfare. Groups take pride in recounting their exploits in wars and listing the names of cities 

or villages founded in other ethnic areas by migrants from it area. These traditions keep 

knowledge of ancient hostilities, friendships and migration very much alive. In doing so, 

failures, calamities and turmoil’s are sometimes deleted or disguised in euphemism or 

mentioned in the passive. 

In addition, historical reconstruction among the Benin and Esan societies are very 

fruitful and contain enormous wealth of significance for the present generation. Traditions of 

origin, for example, define the corporate identity of the community group or nation where it 

came from and its unique characteristics. They seek to explain their world view as currently 

understood by making references to the past especially on issues that borders on brotherhood, 

integration, communalism, dynamism, trust, honesty and fear of God among others.75  

Criticisms of Historical Consciousness in Preliterate and Contemporary Benin and 

Esan Societies  

Many criticisms have been levelled against the historical consciousness in preliterate 

and contemporary Benin and Esan societies. For example, it is alleged that the use lack 

definite chronology. That it is full of variants and vagueness and at times incomprehensible. 

Furthermore, some historians believe that the reactments of history are based on memory and 

there is the tendency to lose their value over a long period of time while they are kept, and 

that the use has a problem of feedback. Many have also condemned the use of secret 

incantations, sorcery and magic in its re-enactment. This makes it complex for an uninitiated 

individual to understand.76 

However, we would like to argue that the above argument does not remove the 

validity and efficiency of historical consciousness and the re-enactment of historical studies 

in preliterate Benin and Esan societies because of its itra-intergroup integration and 

cooperation. The limitations that are placed on it use, are also associated with all other 

sources including written sources, which are even more open to distortions. The way 
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historical reconstructions are preserved is not open to distortions and not easy to vulgarize 

and bulkanize. This is because their mode of preservation, for example, in names of people, 

places and songs is durable and enduring. Therefore, no matter how long it takes, their value 

may not be in doubt. In Benin and Esan like other Nigerian societies, there are now palace 

historians charged with the transmission of the people’s oral history which is re-enacted and 

also told from generation to generation. In Benin kingdom in particular and his counterpart of 

Esan, we have the Esekhure as the people’s historian.77 

Finally, the argument that use of historical consciousness in/for the reconstruction of 

the peoples past, and as intra-intergroup relations and integrative instrument among the 

Benin-Esan people before colonial impositions, lacks chronological order is admitted but this 

is only related to the calendar one is using. There is certainly a sequence of events succeeding 

one another. There are many ways of dating oral tradition for example, the use of king list, 

age grade system, ritual circle, count of moon, and rainfalls and other natural phenomena 

such as eclipse can be used to establish a relative chronology.78 

Conclusion  

We have tried to assess the relevance of historical consciousness in pre-literate Benin 

and Esan contemporary societies in the reconstruction of their past and as a vibrant 

instrument of intra-intergroup relations before the imposition of colonial rule in Nigeria. We 

have admitted that the use of such method/sources is one of the richest sources of history, but 

they have certain limitations when it comes particularly in providing chronology and 

information on social and economic activities. They are always biased towards political 

history. Meanwhile it would therefore amount as Jan Vansina has mentioned, ‘to throwing 

the baby out with bathwater, if we in a wholesale fashion reject the use of historical re-

enactment of the people in reconstructing their past especially now that the Nigerian-nation is 

still in search of inter-ethnic integration. After all, all sources are suspects until they are 

proved otherwise.79 Thus, the most useful and helpful method of reconstructing the history of 

preliterate Nigerian peoples is by supplementing historical re-enactment with inter-

disciplinary base. For now, the method remain the best in spite of the prejudices of scholars 

from societies in which the tradition and use of historical consciousness in the writing of 

Benin-Esan history has been so long replaced with writing.  
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