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Abstract 
The legality and practice of caste systems in most Igbo communities in 
the precolonial era appear to negate the avowals that primordial Igbo 
society was egalitarian. Being, an unjust social system, antithetical to 
democracy, the Osu and Ohu caste system – the two predominant caste 
systems in Igboland could not outlive the colonial era, as it was 
officially outlawed in 1956. This prohibition notwithstanding, most 
Igbo communities carried on the system up to present times. The 
deleterious impact of the Osu and Ohu system wherever practised 
remains unarguably, undiminished. As national integration continues 
to remain a mirage in Nigeria, and as the Igbo people are more and 
more reliant on Communal Self-Help Development Projects (CSH-DP), 
the continual practise of the Osu/Ohu caste system is identified in this 
study as a communal problem that corrodes the integration efforts of 
most Igbo communities and hence national development. Data for the 
study relied on primary sources. Secondary data related to the 
discourse were gleaned from journals, newspapers textbooks etc. 
Findings revealed that the Osu/Ohu caste system impinges greatly on 
the communal integration of Nsukka and Awo-Omamma communities. 
These two communities taken as microcosms of the larger Igbo nation, 
the study adumbrates the implications of Osu/Ohu practices on 
national integration nay development. Suggestion(s) on how to totally 
eliminate the nefarious caste system from its roots are made in the 
recommendations. 
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Introduction 
Igboland which lies between latitudes 4o 15’ and 7o 05’ 

North and longitudes 6o 00’ and 8o 30’ East, is known to cover 
a total surface area of approximately 41,000 square kilometres. 
The Igbo nation with a population and population density of 
8,818,208 and 215 persons per square kilometre, respectively1, 
comprises the Nigerian South-Eastern states of Anambra, 
Abia, Imo, Ebonyi, and Enugu. There are also pockets of Igbo 
people in Delta and Rivers states.  The Igbo people, 
unarguably, have an interesting and illuminating history of 
social relations which anchors on ‘egalitarianism’ and which 
has been considered crucial and explicable in the prosperity, 
growth, and development of the people, especially in 
precolonial times. The above case notwithstanding, the legality 
and practice of caste systems in most Igbo communities in the 
precolonial era, a praxis which has persisted in the 
contemporary, appear to negate the so-called ‘egalitarianism 
thesis’.  

Nevertheless, it requires to be noted that the first move 
for the actualization of the abolition of various forms of 
slavery in Igboland was first carried out by Archdeacon G. T. 
Basden in 1933. In a letter to the then legislative council of the 
southern province, Basden submitted that  

…the government should take steps to 
investigate the Osu system… This form of 
slavery is at the movement causing great 
bitterness of feelings in certain parts of Owerri 
Province. It is a disintegrating force that is 
causing division between villages and 
individuals, e.g. when members of one family 
are divided owing to some being regarded as 
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freeborn while one or more other are seen as 
Osu 2.  

 

Basden’s appeal appeared not to have elicited any 
favourable response until years after. And given that caste 
systems are repugnant to natural justice, equity and good 
conscience and indeed, antithetical to ‘democracy’ (especially, 
when viewed from Eurocentric prisms); the Eastern Nigeria 
colonial government did not waste time to outlaw the practice 
in 1956, especially in the wake of the Balonwu Commission’s 
report that all forms of slavery had become anachronistic to 
the Igbo nation3. Speaking boldly on the floor of the House, 
the Premier of the Eastern Region, Owelle (Dr) Nnamdi 
Azikiwe averred that  

It takes moral courage for any person to attempt 
to disturb what is revered as tradition but it 
takes social vision for the duly accepted 
representatives of the people to abolish such a 
tradition in the interest of social justice 4.  

 

 Thus, a plethora of punitive measures were canvassed in the 
Osu Prohibition Act of 1956 to finally put to rest all issues and 
pathologies associated with the caste system in Igbo land 5.  

Regardless of these measures, Ohu/Osu caste system 
continued to be practised in various shades and guises since 
1956. In most communities, they have taken new forms; as it is 
now unlawful to refer to any one as Osu. Thus, one can 
surmise that the Osu/Diala dichotomy has become a seemingly 
intractable communal problem in Igboland as it continues to 
stoke the embers of social segregation, parochialism and often, 
a general apathy in communal affairs.  The effects of these 
discriminatory practices are myriad and deleterious to the Igbo 
society in particular and the Nigerian society at large. It is on 
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this premise that this study sets to explore the problems of 
Osu/Ohu caste system in Awo-Omamma, and Nsukka, 
especially, as impediments to national integration. Comprising 
of six sections, section one of the study embodies the 
introduction. Section two explains the concepts of Ohu, Osu, 
and National Integration, while the third section descriptively 
essays on Awo-Omamma, and Nsukka communities. In the 
fourth section, the Ohu, and Osu caste system were reviewed 
as social problems in Igboland, with focus on the 
aforementioned Igbo communities. The fifth section appraises 
the ohu and osu caste systems as impediment to national 
integration, while in the sixth section, recommendations were 
provided on how to salvage Igboland from the inter and intra-
communal problems engendered by the continued practice of 
the Osu/Ohu caste system, which has continued to corrode 
their developmental aspirations as well as threatening national 
integration. 
 
Conceptual Explanations 

The terms Ohu, Osu, and national integration, have 
received varying scholarly explications. Essentially, an Ohu 
refers to a slave bought from outside a community for a 
purpose, save for consecration to a deity. This practice 
contrasts the Osu on the ground that unlike the Osu, the Ohu 
renders services and inhabits within the human community, 
and could equally regain his or her freedom6. The Ohu was 
never consecrated to a deity but only acquired as a property. 
Those who usually constitute the Ohu in the olden days 
include “inter-tribal war captives, lazy children, some of 
whom were sold by their parents, victims of political 
machinations, unprotected/unguarded strangers, and stray 
children”7, and some of their services, thus, included running 
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errands for their owners, and taking punishments meted out 
for their owners who were found guilty of misdeeds. They 
were equally used to bury their masters or an important 
member of the society8. 

On the other hand, the Osu is one or a group belonging 
to the gods and feared by the generality of the citizenry as 
belonging to fearful deities9. J.O.L. Ezeala, in his own words, 
pointed out that “the Osu are Igbos, members of a noble race. 
They are kith and kin of other Igbo people in all applications, 
implications, and qualifications”10. Unfortunately, the 
explanation of Ezeala does not represent the true identity of 
the Osu, or how the group is pictured in Igbo Land. However, 
Chinua Achebe seems to provide an apt picture of the Osu in 
Igbo Land. In his words: 

An Osu was a person dedicated to a god, a thing 
set apart - a taboo forever and his children after 
him. He could neither marry nor be married by 
a freeborn. He was in fact an outcast living in a 
special area of his village, close to the great 
shrine. Wherever he went, he carried with him 
the mark of his forbidden caste – long, tangled 
and dirty hair. A razor was a taboo to him. An 
Osu could not attend the assembly of the 
freeborn, and in turn could not shelter under his 
roof. He could not take any of the … titles of the 
clan, and when he died he was buried by his 
own kind in the evil forest11. 
 

         Similar to Achebe, F. Arinze provided that an Osu is 
one specially consecrated to a spirit that has a shrine. He is 
symbolically immolated and afterwards left to live on as a 
child or a slave of his deity12. The Osu is connected with the 
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deity or the divine in a special way, as opposed to the ordinary 
freeborn under natural and normal circumstances of his Chi 
(one’s god).  He is equally identified as one sacrificed to a 
deity by a community or group of people or a family13, as well 
as a slave dedicated to the deity with the purpose of 
performing some menial functions which may include 
sacrificial functions14. J.C. Agunwamba further explains of the 
group constituting the Osu caste as “… miserable outcasts 
whose forefathers were bought and dedicated to the services of 
the gods; despised people who lived in special isolated 
quarters around the market; unclean persons who were treated 
like people with infectious diseases”15. Nonetheless, it requires 
to be stated that the Ohu system practised in the Nsukka area 
has all the trappings of Osu, as indeed the people are 
segregated and discriminated against such as we have in most 
other Igbo communities. 
        National integration is the creation of a feeling of oneness 
where diversities exist by absorbing a sense of nationhood. It 
involves the feeling of a common identity and unification by 
citizens of a country or the world belonging to different castes, 
religions, ethnic group, regions, etc, with different languages. 
It could also be referred to as “a sense of territorial nationality 
which overshadows or eliminates subordinate parochial 
loyalties”16. With these definitions, it is obvious that the 
possible occurrence of national integration in a nation must be 
connected with the development of an identity with the nation 
by a significant number of the citizens, which supersedes 
ethnic, cultural, and religious identities. Thus, there must be a 
unified acquisition of political awareness, sharing of common 
norms and values, and the development of favourable attitudes 
capable of augmenting integrative behaviours among these 
peoples. A. Mazrui identifies the interrelated aspects of 
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national integration to include the fusion of norms and 
cultures; the promotion of economic interdependence; the 
resolution of emergent conflicts; narrowing of the gap between 
elites and the masses, urban and rural areas, rich and poor; and 
the sharing of mutual experiences to enable people discover 
that they have undergone some important experiences 
together17. The challenges to national integration, however, 
include language variation, communalism, extremism, 
regionalism, and caste systems18.   

National integration which is the fulcrum of 
development has continued to be a mirage. Indeed, the lack of 
a cohesive and integrated polity has actuated the abysmal 
performance of most of the development programmes of the 
Nigerian state. The fallout of this situation has been the resort 
to Communal Self – Help Development Projects. In tandem 
with this observation, O.B.C Nwankwo has posited that the 
bulk of the economic growth and development in Igboland 
since after the Nigerian civil war has largely come as a result 
of self-initiated efforts with the communities being at the 
forefront19.  We make quick to add that using Awo-Omamma 
and Nsukka communities as a template, the Osu and Ohu 
practices have severally limited and constrained the prospects 
of national integration in Nigeria. The ongoing thesis forms 
the thrust of this study.  
 

A Glance at Awo-Omamma and Nsukka Communities 
        Awo-Omamma community is presently situated in Oru 
East Local Government Area of Imo State. Bounded in the 
north by Mgbidi and Otulu communities in Oru West Local 
Government Area, as well as Amiri in Oru East Local 
Government Area; in the east by Okwudor community in 
Njaba Local Government Area; in the west by Oguta Local 
Government Area; and in the south by Eziama-Obiato in 
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Mbaitolu Local Government Area, (all in Imo State), the 
community is divided into Ofekata, and Eziawo sections 
covering an area of 89.2 square kilometres20. The southern 
stretch of the town is washed by the famous Njaba River 
which rises from Isu-Njaba in Njaba Local Government Area. 
        Awo-Omamma lies along the Owerri-Onitsha trunk ‘A’ 
road. Currently, the town has six autonomous communities, 
fourteen villages (with the recent recognition of Umuelibe as a 
village in the community) 21, and thirty-six kindred. The 
autonomous communities and their component villages thus 
include Ofekata I, consisting of Ubogwu ; Ofekata II, 
consisting of Ubachima; Ofekata III, comprising of Okworji, 
Umubochi and Umuelibe ; Ofekata IV, with Umuezeali, and 
Umueme as component villages; Eziawo I, with Umuokwe, 
Obibi, and Ohuba as component villages; and Eziawo II, 
comprising of Isieke, Umuezukwe, Ubahaeze, and Umuezukwe 
villages. The indigenes are predominantly agriculturists, 
engaging in different forms of agricultural activities including 
fishing on the famous Njaba River. Other aspects of endeavour 
existing among the people include artisanry, bicycle repairing, 
bricklaying, and trading, etc. Trade encourages business 
relations/transactions between the indigenes, as well as with 
those of the neighbouring communities at the markets situated 
within the community and in the neighbouring communities. 
Such markets, include Nkwo Umuokwe, situated in Umuokwe 
village of Awo-Omamma; Afor Isieke situated at Isieke village 
of Awo-Omamma; Orie Amiri in Amiri town; Eke Mgbidi in 
Mgbidi town, Orie Omuma in Omuma community, and Eke 
Okpurukpu in Okwudor community, etc. 

Nsukka on the other hand, is a town, a local 
government area (in Enugu State) as well as a cultural and 
geographic expression. It is a reference for the northern Igbo 
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group who share borders with the Idoma and Igala of central 
Nigeria. Until recently, the people have described themselves 
as Asadu Ideke Alumona. This development, ipso facto, had 
tended to fuel the lingering belief that the Nsukka people 
migrated from Igala22. In a cultural sense, Nsukka is taken to 
refer to four communities who were said to have migrated 
from Igala. These four towns (Nsukka, Obukpa, Okpuje, and 
Eha – Alumona) are thus referred to as the “core Nsukka 
communities”23.  

As a geographic expression, Nsukka is broadened to 
include all the communities who have as a result of the cultural 
contact and co- habitation with the “core Nsukka” come to 
assume some sort of cultural similarity with them. Within the 
confines of the geographic usage, ethnographers have grouped 
the Nsukka people into fourteen associations of villages. These 
are: Ogboli-Adani, Itchi, Enugu-Ezike, Edem, Nsukka, 
Eketereke,   Udunedem, Uvuru, Nkpologu, Opi, Igbodo, Isienu, 
Ikem, and Eha-Amufu.  

As a Local Government Area, Nsukka has an area of 
1,810 km², elevated 1,810 ft (550 m) above sea level, and a 
population of 309,633. Nsukka’s coordinates on GIS is given 
as 6°51′24″N 7°23′45″E.24 
 

Ohu/Osu Caste System as Seemingly Intractable Social 
Problems in Igbo land 
        The discriminatory practices against the Ohu and the Osu 
caste system have been persistent in most Igbo communities. 
Those perceived as members of these caste systems are 
considered unclean but in different degrees, as the Ohu are 
considered less unclean than the Osu. The perception in 
Igboland that “…what is considered unclean cannot be clean 
again”25 could be the rationale behind the persistent 
discriminatory practices extended to these groups in different 
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Igbo communities, by the Diala folks (those considered to be 
the freeborn). This in various occasions had triggered conflicts 
in some of these communities. 
        Awo-Omamma and Nsukka are examples of Igbo 
communities which are still discriminating against those 
considered to be Osu or Ohu. In Awo-Omamma, those 
considered Osu have been receiving hits of discrimination, 
especially in the area of marriage with the Diala – a praxis 
validating the belief of most Igbo extractions that “marriage 
between Diala and Osu is impossible in Igbo culture”26. The 
reason being that these (osu) people “…are sacred to the gods 
and (consequently) … people (are) … careful for fear of 
spiritual reprisals”27. There also exists against these folks 
discrimination in title taking, and in sacred functions of social 
relevance in the community such as libations, and kolanut 
breaking customs.  The Ohu caste system does not exist in 
Awo-Omamma.  
        Marital discriminations against the Osu has mostly been 
responsible for the occasional conflicts which occur between 
the members of this fold and the Diala in Awo-Omamma 
community. It is also one of the reasons why making enquiries 
prior to the establishment of a recognizable nuptial union, is 
considered highly imperative in the community. The adverse 
effects of this are mostly pronounced on the Osu. 
Consequently, Mark Unegbu bewails that: 

It does not require much imagination to 
visualize the suffocating world of a young man 
full of talent and ambition but who is paralyzed 
by the realization that he is, for the rest of his 
life on the wrong side of a permanent social 
divide or the world of regret of a young girl or 
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man who can’t get a marriage partner just 
because she or he is an osu28. 

       
 In Awo-Omamma, those considered Osu are 
predominantly found in Umuejike kindred in Umuokwe village; 
Obilofia, and Umuajara kindred in Ubogwu village; and 
Umuawa kindred in Ubachima village, but the Osu/Dialal 
conflicts usually emanate from Umuokwe village29. The most 
promulgated conflictual development was that ignited by the 
descendants of a certain man whose consecration to Njaba 
deity as Osu was socially injusticeable. Aggrieved with the 
tradition of the community which creates a dichotomy between 
the Osu and the Diala in marriage and the other communal 
practices aforementioned, this group took it upon themselves to 
carryout campaigns against the Diala – institutors of the 
obnoxious tradition. In addition was also the aim to avenge 
what they considered a purported act of injustice extended to 
their forefather.  
        According to history, this family originally were born 
Diala in Awo-Omamma community. The Osu stigma had its 
way into the fold following the consecration of their ancestral 
father to the Njaba deity. There was the need to liberate 
Umuokwe village from the problems of poverty and 
retrogression, thus acting on the request of the deity, he was 
unjustly presented by the village leader as the sacrificial lamb – 
a course, in line with the discriminatory practices, presently 
embitters his descendants. To avenge this course, his 
descendants began to deliberately indulge in activities which 
are abhorred in the land. For instance, they adopted deliberate 
act of impregnation as a means of osunizing the Diala, since 
this act could lead to the establishment of marital union with 
the young female progenies of Diala families. As the tradition 
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stipulates, anyone married into an Osu family automatically 
becomes an Osu. This was responsible for the recent 
conflictual development experienced between them and a 
prominent family in Umuokwe village. 
        Apart from deliberate acts of impregnation, the aggrieved 
fellows also resorted to different acts of criminality against the 
Diala stock, such as armed robbery, as part of their revenge 
campaign on the injustice extended to their ancestor, and the 
discriminatory practices meted out against the Osu class. This 
created room for the eruption of another conflict between the 
Osu and Diala in Umuokwe village following the death of a 
member of the family in one of the robbery incidence. 
Consequently, numerous villagers were injured and houses 
were burnt30.  
        In the Nsukka area, the prevalent system is the Ohu. As 
stated earlier in most communities in the Nsukka area, the Ohu 
system is practised like a caste system. In most cases, those 
villages considered as Ohu are segregated and often they are 
meted with all forms of discrimination. There is also an ugly 
twist in the practice of this caste system in the area:  a 
community in the Nsukka area may regard another community 
as Ohu community. 
        Tracing the origins of the Ohu system in Nsukkaland is by 
no means an easy task. However, for most of the communities, 
the rise of the militaristic Igala kingdom has been considered 
the reason d’etre for the emergence of the practice. In Okpuje 
and Obukpa for example, Mathew Ugwuanyi informs us that 
these communities erected buffer shields with their slaves in 
the wake of incessant attacks from the Attah of Igala31. These 
slaves according to Ugwuanyi appear to have been dedicated to 
some powerful deities before being used as human shields 
against the Igala warriors 32.  
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        The origin of the Ohu in the Nsukka area has been hazy, 
as the above account suggests. What is clear enough is that the 
Ohu system has metamorphosed into such a destructive 
leviathan that threatens unity, communal cohesion, integration 
as well as the corporate existence of most communities in the 
Nsukka area. Such derogatory names as ndi eka nwe (those 
owned by others) are used to label them. In Okpuje, for 
example, where there are eleven villages, with three being 
considered Ohu, the so-called eight Diala communities have 
succeeded in erecting a rigid apartheid in schools, churches, 
markets and so on against the three mentioned communities. 
Most often, those anathematized as Ohu in outright frustration 
have resorted to violent measures in a bid to redress their 
plight. Chris Ugwu recounted several brawls that had occurred 
at Community Secondary School Okpuje as a result of the 
taunting of some students as Ohu33.  In Okpaligbo, (another 
town in Nsukka local government), we are informed that the 
discriminations against the Ohu are so insidious that strangers 
would never notice. Yet the Diala would never shake hands 
with those anathematized even during mass34.  
        The dichotomy engendered in the Nsukka area by the 
caste system goes beyond intra-community to inter-
community. For example, a supposed freeborn from Okpuje 
cannot under any circumstance marry someone from Okutu. As 
the Okpuje believe that the later are descendants of the Ohu 
used as a buffer zone between Okpuje and Igalaland. At the 
popular Nkwo Okutu market, several acts of subtle segregation 
are carried out by the Diala who most times congregate to 
trade at the market from several adjoining communities. 
Several disastrous feuds have occurred in this same market as a 
result of the Ohu/Diala dichotomy. In fact, when Oliver 
Okwueze from Okutu became the chairman of the People’s 

Website: uzuunizikjournal.com             UJHIS  Vol. 4, No. 1, October 2014 303 

Democratic Party (P.D.P), many young men from Okpuje who 
ordinarily would have been happy to find meaningful political 
engagements from him were wary of the Chairman as a result 
of the same issue under discussion.  
        What is more, by dint of hard work, early and unabashed 
contact with Western education, those segregated as Ohu or 
Osu as the case may be are known to be more economically 
well – to do in Igboland than the so-called Diala35. This also 
applies to the Nsukka area. Such that a stranger in Okpuje for 
example, might have cause to wonder whether there are two 
communities in one as the road that leads to quarters of those 
considered Ohu glitters with well paved roads and street-lights 
while the remaining roads in the community, especially, those 
belonging to the Diala are nothing to write home about.  
        It cannot be claimed that anything serious has been done 
to annihilate this social malaise under discussion in Awo-
Omamma and in the Nsukka area, (apart from the law enacted 
by the Eastern Nigeria Government in 1956). There appears to 
be this assumption that the practise is sacrosanct and any 
attempt to question its existence or continued relevance is 
bound to end up in frustration. Hence, the Osu and Ohu 
practice in Awo-Omamma and Nsukka communities and even 
the larger Igbo society has been termed a seemingly intractable 
problem. The intractability of this practice or better still, the 
unwillingness of men of goodwill to contrive anything to end 
the Osu/Ohu caste has continue to cost the Igbo people a 
veritable opportunity to develop. The next section essays into 
how the continued practice of the Osu/Ohu caste has imperilled 
national integration and hence development in the two 
communities under discussion and by extension, Igboland.                           
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Ohu/Osu Caste System in Awo-Omamma and Nsukka 
Communities as Problem to National Integration  
        The achievement of national integration for the Nigerian 
polity has remained one of the top priorities for Nigerian 
leaders in the post-independence era. Recall that the problem 
of national disintegration and disunity which began to be felt 
in the colonial period brought about a thirty (30) month 
conflict that created adverse economic, political, social, and 
psychological effects on the Nigerian populace. Following the 
effects, every serving government of Nigeria deems it 
imperative and a priority to promote unity amongst Nigerians 
as this would not only encourage peace, but also give room for 
sustainable development. The dream of achieving national 
integration in the Nigerian polity, however, has become a 
mirage as result of some factors, one of which is the practice 
of caste system in most traditional communities of the country. 
        As shown in the preceding section, Awo-Omamma 
community is an example of Igbo community where caste 
system prevails. Consequently, there is a dichotomy or social 
disparity among the indigenes of the community – a 
development which jeopardizes communal integration by 
making to be elusive the feeling of oneness among those 
discriminated against. Those considered members of this caste 
system, the Osu, are segregated or discriminated against in 
events of social relevance in the community. By so doing, they 
are regarded as aliens and consequently, are denied full 
identity as bonafide members of the community. 
        C.O. Durueke shares his knowledge on the derogatory 
situation of the Osu folks in Igboland. In his words:   

Umuosu were sequestrated from society and as 
such suffered total ostracism. They could not 
sleep under the same roof with the so-called 
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Diala sons and owners of the land. They neither 
ate from the same pots nor drink with the same 
cups with the citizens. Marriage between the two 
groups was a taboo eternally. Children were 
forbidden to see the corpse of an Osu. An Osu 
could not be a chief or leader of any village 36.  

 

Durueke further notes that: 
If the corpse of Osu was to be carried through 
the village of Diala, palm fronds were placed 
everywhere to warn the people that evil was in 
the air, and a bad event was to happen. If an 
Osu had sexual intercourse with a Diala 
woman, the offending woman was to be dragged 
to the Osu to marry for free. Under no 
circumstances would a Diala run into the 
compound of an Osu even if it was raining or he 
was being chased with gun or matchet (sic). If 
one did so, one automatically becomes an Osu37. 
 

Although, not all of the mentioned discriminations 
against the Osu still subsists till date, however, discrimination 
in marriage and discriminations in title taking, chieftain issues 
and kingship are still prevalent in the community. Unarguably, 
these adversely affect communal integration in the 
community. 
        Additionally, as pointed elsewhere in the study, the Osu 
stock are abhorred from performing libations in communal 
settings as well as disallowed from breaking kolanuts. This 
practice is so serious that even if a member of the fold appears 
to be the oldest man in a social setting, he would be denied the 
rights to perform libations, and to bless and break the kolanut. 
The reason being that, libations and kolanut breakings are 
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sacred functions in the traditional practices of the land. Thus, 
delegation of such functions to a person considered an 
“unclean entity” like the Osu is tantamount to desecrating 
tradition, and this, as believed, could invite bad omens to the 
land. 
        The issue of kolanut breaking and performing libations 
equally extends to the house of an Osu upon a visit by the 
Diala. The latter neither eats a kolanut broken by the Osu nor 
drinks palm wine used by him in performing libation. 
However, he can accept kolanuts provided that the sacred 
function has not been performed by the host. This, thus, has 
made the members of the Osu fold to be wary of presenting 
kola nuts to a Diala visitor as a sign of hospitality. 
Alternatively, they usually resort to showing hospitality to a 
Diala visitor with either garden eggs, or drinks. 
        Like in other communities in Igboland, kolanut has a 
symbolic importance in Awo-Omamma. As indicated above, it 
is a key aspect of showing hospitality to visitors in the 
community, as well as communicating respect. In addition, it 
serves as an avenue of praying to the gods and ancestors 
soliciting for their blessings upon the land. The tradition also 
serves as an avenue of extending peace, love, and unity which 
encourages communal integration and the realization of 
national integration. By engineering the kolanut rituals against 
those considered Osu, one could imagine the level of unity 
existing among the indigenes of the community. This is 
decipherable from the current trend in Awo-Omamma where 
the Osu folds now organize their own meetings and social 
functions separate from the Diala retaining the traditional 
practices of the community. 
        What is more, those considered Osu in Awo-Omamma 
appear to excel more economically and educationally than 
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most of the so-called Diala. Similar situation also seems to 
prevail in most parts of Igboland38. In their midst are 
prominent and influential persons from all works of life with 
the necessary ingredients for community development, yet 
hardly had their contributions been felt to community 
development. The reason being that they see nothing 
beneficial in assisting to develop a community that abhors 
their existence. Even if they want to assist, there is the 
possibility of them being disallowed by the Diala. Thus, the 
point cannot be over emphasized that continued practice of 
caste systems has become anachronistic to the development of 
Igboland. A study of the Ohu practice in the Nsukka area 
returns the same verdict.  

In the Nsukka communities, the ability of community 
leaders to mobilize the entire community for development 
purposes have more often than not been marred by the 
continued practice of the caste systems. Recently, in Okpuje 
and Opi communities, the villages segregated as Ohu have 
started championing and clamouring for an autonomous town. 
Some analysts and scholars are wont to argue that the creation 
of autonomous communities might help in mitigating the gross 
discriminations meted against such people. However, evidence 
from history tends to rebut such contentions. Indeed, lasting 
peace is yet to be associated with the autonomous community 
brouhaha 39. The case of Uke and “Obinabo” in Idemili North 
Local Government of Anambra State is instructive (although, 
possible exceptions could be made for some communities in 
Abia and Imo states). The point being made here is that the 
Osu/Ohu practice makes nonsense of the unifying force 
needed for communal integration – a precondition for 
communal development. The continued practice of the 
Osu/Ohu practice has made such Igbo social pillars as 
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igwebuikeism to have little relevance. And since national 
integration is systemic, that is to say, that it hinges on the 
communal integration, the de-unifying factors engendered into 
most Igbo communities as a result of the practice has rendered 
national integration comatose. In this regard, Francis 
Onwuabuariri adumbrates: 

in most cases, the segregation of the Osus from 
the freeborns socially can hinder the 
socioeconomic well-being of the society, 
because the Osus having being segregated from 
the freeborns, or having been seen as turds, may 
refuse to bring in their own quota both in the 
social and economic spheres of the societal 
development and this to a very large extent will 
hinder development, improvement in the society 
both economically and otherwise 40. 

 
As noted previously, those anathematized as Osu or 

Ohu are known to have had an earlier contact with Western 
civilization. This in turn has caused them to be materially 
richer than the so-called Diala in most Igbo communities. In 
the Nsukka area, they are known to be leading in terms of 
education, wealth, political leverage etc. In most communities, 
(as in the case of Awo-Omamma community) these sets of 
people because of the discrimination meted out to them are 
unwilling to contribute anything to the welfare of the entire 
community. (And would anybody blame them?).  

The social segregation of the Osu and Ohu from 
the freeborns leads to political apathy. Like in 
the case of the blacks in South Africa as well as 
the black Americans in those days, the Osu 
having been seen as the rejects of the society in 
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most cases loose interest in the political or the 
politics of the Land, because they may think that 
since they are unrecognized and ineligible 
citizens, they cannot be elected into any political 
position or seat nor can they elect anybody in 
any political seat in the society. Thus, for them it 
is pointless to involve themselves in the political 
affairs of the society. This no doubt will go a 
very long way in causing a lot of political and 
social upheavals and mishaps in the society 41. 

 

Sometimes, when they out of their own magnanimity 
render services that would benefit the entire community, the 
Diala would obstinately refuse to help themselves with such 
services. For example, in the 1990s when good drinking water 
was scarce in most Nsukka communities, a wealthy Lejja 
businessman decided to assist his people by sinking a borehole 
down to the deep aquifer; only for the people to jettison the 
efforts, tauntingly remarking that taking such water would 
contaminate them42. In clear terms, this situation buttresses the 
social as well as psychological issues confronting those 
anathematized as Osu in Igboland. The discriminatory 
practices against those considered Ohu in the Nsukka area thus 
involves inequality in freedom of movement and choice of 
residence, inequality in the right of peaceful association, 
inequality in the enjoyment of the right to marry and establish 
a family, inequality in access to public office and unbearably, 
inequality in being of assistance to fellow humans.  

It goes without saying that as a result of this high level 
of discrimination against persons considered Ohu, several of 
such persons have been known to commit suicide, and others 
have also been known to have run away from their 
communities and settle and nationalize in foreign countries 
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where their identity will not be noticed and where they will not 
be segregated as a cursed and inferior beings. This in turn 
usually leads most of them into becoming prostitutes, gigolos 
and even armed robbers. On this point, Christine Nwachukwu 
reveals that 

several of the people, especially, ladies we have 
had worked to rehabilitate from substance abuse 
and prostitution are people whose hopes for 
marriage crashed as a result of the insidious 
practice of different forms of caste practices in 
Igboland… mostly out of frustration, some of 
them end up condemning themselves to 
prostitution and consequently substance abuse43.  

 
 The implications of the continued practice of all forms 
of caste system in Igboland are myriad and deleterious for 
national integration. As the cases of Awo-Omamma and 
Nsukka communities have amply revealed, Osu and Ohu 
practice in Igboland greatly impinge on the ability of the 
people to develop the kindness of social bonding needed for 
development. It also hampers the prospects of communal self–
help development projects (CSH-DP) in Igboland; as there are 
in most communities (where the dichotomy is practised), two 
communities (existing as one only in nomenclature). It 
therefore goes without saying that something urgent is needed 
to be done towards ending all forms of caste practices in 
Igboland.  
 
Conclusion and Recommendation 

In the preceding sections, we did show that the 
Osu/Ohu caste system is an obnoxious practice among the 
Igbo which, ipso facto, has refused to go away despite the 
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impact of Christianity, modern education and civilization, and 
numerous human rights campaigns. Apart from being treated 
as inferior human beings in a state of permanent and 
irreversible disability, those considered Osu and Ohu are often 
subjected to various forms of abuse and discriminations. We 
have also shown how the continued practice of the caste 
system imperils national integration and hence development. It 
therefore goes without saying that for Igboland and by 
extension, Nigeria to move from its present developmental 
leukemia, occasioned by disintegrative tendencies (of which 
the continued practice of caste systems is conspicuous), 
concerted efforts must be put in place towards total 
annihilation of all forms of caste system in Igboland.  

On this standpoint, the study thus recommends that the 
surest way to end the issue of caste system in Igboland is by 
state governments in the Igbo states attaching monetary 
incentives to cross-marriages between a Diala and an Osu or 
Ohu (as marriage serves as the linchpin in the discriminatory 
practices), as well as meting out preferential treatments to the 
products (offspring) of such union. Since an average Igbo man 
craves for wealth acquisition, monetary incentives of about ten 
million naira for such union could be potent in expunging 
completely the practices of caste systems in Igboland. With 
this achieved, appropriate communal integration will be 
established amongst the members of the aforementioned 
communities, and this can contribute to the realization of 
national integration and its dividends in the Nigerian polity.     
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