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The People of Ukawu Ukawu is a culturally rich and historically rooted
community situated in the present-day Onicha Local Government Area of
Ebonyi State, Nigeria. With an estimated population of 9,377 as of the 2006
census, the people of Ukawu trace their origin to Ezube in the Ezza area,
from where their ancestor, Agwurama…
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The People of Ukawu

U kawu is a culturally rich and historically rooted community
situated in the present-day Onicha Local Government Area of

Ebonyi State, Nigeria. With an estimated population of 9,377 as of the
2006 census, the people of Ukawu trace their origin to Ezube in the
Ezza area, from where their ancestor, Agwurama Egube, a skilled
hunter, migrated in search of game. His journey led him to a swampy,
fertile area filled with “awu” (alligators). This discovery gave the
community its name, Ukawu, derived from “Uka” (meaning “plenty”)
and “Awu” (meaning “alligator”), which together form “Uka Awu,”
meaning “plenty of alligators.”

Impressed by the land’s richness, Agwurama settled there, eventually
returning home to bring his brothers and wife, Nwokpore, with him.
Together, they had three sons—Amankpua, Amofia, and
Okuzzu—whose descendants make up the current population of
Ukawu. The people of Ukawu speak the Ezza dialect of the Igbo
language and maintain strong ancestral customs, kinship bonds, and
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deep spiritual and communal traditions that have been passed down
through generations.
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Ibe-Ugwu: The Sacred Transition
to Womanhood in Ukawu
One of the most culturally significant traditions of the Ukawu
community is the Ibe-Ugwu rite—a revered female initiation ceremony
deeply rooted in Ukawu cosmology. Though the term loosely
translates to “circumcision,” it bears no relation to female genital
mutilation. Rather, it represents a ceremonial, spiritual, and social
transformation that ushers adolescent girls into adulthood,
womanhood, and marital readiness.

Oral tradition holds that Ibe-Ugwu is as old as the Ukawu people
themselves. As soon as the community began to grow through
marriage and childbirth, the rites were institutionalised to guide
young women into higher societal roles, especially motherhood. Every
Ukawu woman must undergo this initiation before she can be
considered an adult, eligible for marriage and respected within the
community.

The ritual spans seven days, typically during the harvest season
(August to December), and begins with the seclusion of the female
initiate in a private room. She is visited only by past initiates and
sometimes a prospective husband. During this time, the initiate is
pampered with high-protein meals and special delicacies meant to
fatten and beautify her in preparation for womanhood. If a suitor is
involved, the couple may engage in sexual relations as a
demonstration of sexual maturity, though abstinence until marriage is
still highly revered.

Each morning, the initiate briefly steps out to bathe, avoiding the
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public eye. On the seventh day, older women inspect her beddings for
blood stains as proof of virginity—a marker of moral excellence in
Ukawu culture. Virgins receive blessings, songs of praise, and special
recognition for their purity. Virginity, in this context, is not just a
personal virtue but a communal honour tied to the spiritual and moral
fabric of Ukawu society.

The final phase of the rite is a public celebration. Adorned in ‘George’
wrappers, white chalk (nzu) to symbolise purity, and traditional beads,
the initiates are paraded around the market square. They are
ceremoniously seated on the sacred Okpokoro stool, symbolising
marital commitment, and signifying that from this moment, divorce is
forbidden and marriage is permanent. The celebration is marked by
music, libations to the gods, blessings from the elders and traditional
priests, and a grand homecoming to their husband’s house, where
they continue the festivities.
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Symbolism, Socialisation, and
Moral Instruction
Beyond the outward celebration, Ibe-Ugwu functions as a moral
compass, educational platform, and cultural archive. During the
seclusion, the initiates receive instructions on marital roles,
motherhood, home management, fidelity, patience, and feminine
virtues. For those without suitors, it becomes a time of moral and
intellectual preparation—a sacred moment to internalise ancestral
values.

· White chalk (nzu): purity and spiritual cleansing
· Okpokoro stool: lifelong marital fidelity
· Market parade: public recognition of new social status

It is also during this time that the girls are exposed to moonlight
rituals, sacred songs, storytelling, and even philosophical discussions,
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reflecting the belief that womanhood must be earned through
reflection, discipline, and ritual. According to Ukawu beliefs, daytime
sex leads to albinism, reinforcing the importance of discipline and
timing even in sexual behaviour.
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Cultural Relevance and
Continuity
As a rite of passage, Ibe-Ugwu serves several functions:

· It affirms the moral development of girls into women
· It transmits ancestral values and beliefs
· It prepares the female for communal service and motherhood
· It reaffirms Ukawu’s collective identity and cultural sustainability

Despite modern influences, the people of Ukawu continue to uphold
Ibe-Ugwu as a sacred duty, believing that without it, the cultural
thread binding them to their past and to one another could unravel.
Through this ceremony, Ukawu women are not only initiated into
adulthood but also into the soul of their people, carrying with them
the values, dignity, and sacred responsibilities that define their place
in the community.
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