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T he Ekpe society, also known as Okonko, is a secretive cultural
institution originating among the Ejagham people of southeastern

Nigeria. Through its unique blend of ritual, governance, and
symbolism, the Ekpe society became a vital force in the social,
economic, and political life of the region. Its influence expanded
significantly due to the Aro people, whose extensive trade networks
helped disseminate Ekpe traditions, including the nsibidi writing
system, across the Igbo area.
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Illustration via P. A. Talbot, 1910, of an Ejagham girl “with nsibidi writing on face.”
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Origins of the Ekpe Society
The Ekpe society began as a hierarchical and highly ritualized
institution among the Ekoi people. It was originally intended to
maintain social order, enforce community laws, and serve as a
judiciary. Its structure was tiered into grades, with each level offering
new knowledge and responsibilities to initiates. Entry into Ekpe
required payment and participation in elaborate initiation ceremonies,
making it an exclusive institution.
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Interior of an Ekpe society house in Bende photographed by P. Talbot around or before the mid-1920s.
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The Role of the Aro People
The Aro Confederacy, centered in Arochukwu, played a pivotal role in
spreading the Ekpe society across the Igbo hinterlands. As
intermediaries in trade between the coast and the interior, the Aro
people established Ekpe lodges along trade routes, creating a network
that facilitated both economic and cultural exchange. Membership in
Ekpe was particularly advantageous for traders, as it provided access
to trade monopolies and protection during journeys. The Aro’s
integration of Ekpe practices into their own customs enhanced the
society’s prestige and reach.
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Aro Confederacy and Trading Towns.
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Trade and Influence of Ekpe
Lodges
Ekpe lodges acted as economic hubs, controlling key trade routes and
regulating commerce. Membership allowed individuals to engage in
trade with confidence, knowing they had the backing of a powerful
network. The society’s influence extended to the regulation of markets
and the resolution of trade disputes. The Aro, leveraging their role as
both traders and spiritual leaders, used Ekpe lodges to strengthen
their authority, particularly in areas where they served as middlemen
in the slave trade and palm oil commerce.

It opened up trade routes and made highways on land and water. It
brought wealth and order to places that wouldn’t have been able to
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interact without the common ground of Ekpe and nsibidi. David
Diringer (1948). “The Alphabet: A Key to the History of Mankind.” p.
151.

Igbo Ekpe members wearing Ukara inscribed with nsibidi. Arochukwu region, Igboland, 1989. Photo by Eli Bentor,
1989.
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Nsibidi: The Symbolic Language
of Ekpe
A hallmark of the Ekpe society was its use of nsibidi, a system of
ideographic symbols used for communication. Nsibidi was more than a
writing system; it was a sacred art form known only to initiates. The
symbols were inscribed on various media, including walls, textiles,
and ceremonial objects, and they conveyed messages ranging from
trade agreements to spiritual rituals. This script was a vital tool for
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maintaining secrecy and exclusivity within the society, further
elevating the status of Ekpe members.
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Cultural and Social Impact
The Ekpe society served as a unifying institution of the Igbo, Ekoi and
Ibibio tribes transcending ethnic boundaries and fostering a shared
sense of identity under the umbrella of the Aro Confederacy. It
influenced the governance structures of many communities,
establishing a system of checks and balances through its enforcement
of laws and adjudication of disputes. The society’s rituals and symbols
became integral to the cultural fabric of southeastern Nigeria, shaping
art, music, and dance.

The Ekpe society and its nsibidi symbols bridged linguistic divides
across vast regions, enabling diverse communities to share insights on
governance, law, warfare, folklore, relationships, and communication.
Functioning as both a court system and a governance framework,
Ekpe conveyed its authority through a rich tapestry of gestures and
ideographs.
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Ekpe costume of the Okonko Atang grade by Ugu Agwu Obiwo, in Umueso Abiriba, Cross River Igbo area. Photo:
Herbert Cole, 1983.
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Conclusion
The Ekpe society, through its combination of ritual, governance, and
economic influence, was a cornerstone of pre-colonial African society
in southeastern Nigeria. Its spread by the Aro people ensured its
prominence in trade and cultural exchange, while the use of nsibidi
solidified its role as a guardian of knowledge and tradition. The legacy
of Ekpe continues to be celebrated today as a symbol of African
ingenuity and resilience.
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