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Left: George Agbo and Obi Victor Nwokobia talking about nzu during fieldwork in Okpanam. Right: A close-up of
the molded chalk. Photos by Glory Chika-Kanu.

Ima Nzu is the heart of Item, a village Situated within the Bende
Local Government Area of Abia State, Nigeria. Ima Nzu is a

cultural heritage that revolves around nzu or white clay commonly
called calabash chalk. Although nzu is recognized in other Igbo
communities, the people of Item have particular respect for this
tradition which is deeply rooted in their social structure.

Nzu symbolizes purity, peace, and acceptance. It is not just a material
thing but represents the essence of hospitality and goodwill. When a
guest arrives, the host present s nzu, thus inviting the guest to touch
it and apply it to their wrist or neck. This is a powerful gesture of
welcome and openness, indicating that the host offers a pure heart
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and a peaceful spirit. The guest then reciprocates by embracing this
gesture; that is to say, he/she is now receptive and willing to engage.

As the cool, smooth clay graces their skin, guests are enveloped in an
atmosphere of tranquility and acceptance which reflects what is
quintessentially Igbo.

The importance of nzu is not just in welcoming but also in community
celebrations. It echoes the joy born of a child’s arrival within the
community. Women dance and celebrate, pouring nzu on themselves
as a sign of their joy. The celebration called uma nwa in the Item
dialect is a collective joy over new life; it also proves unity and support
within the community.

In Item, the practice of Ima Nzu is accepted both by Christians and
those who follow traditional beliefs. In the present day, although some
may choose to use white powder as a symbol for nzu, the essence of
the tradition has not changed. No superstitions are attached to it;
instead, nzu represents peace and unity, welcoming all to come and
enjoy the warmth of community spirit.

The concept of ogbo is instrumental in the life cycle of a child within
the Bende Igbo tradition. For a child who is just three years old, a
heavy ritual called Ima Ogbo Nzu is performed, indicating that the
responsibility has been passed on to the child’s namesake or Ogbo.
The tradition acts as a safeguard since it stipulates that the child will
be looked after by a trusted elder in times of need, thereby
establishing a bond over more than just familial connections. An ogbo
is not adopted but chosen for their good character, respect, and ability
to provide guidance.

The elder ogbo publicly declares their commitment to the child during
the Ima Ogbo ceremony, Presenting gifts that hold significance for
both the child and the community. A boy receives items such as nzu,
yams, kola nuts, and palm wine; a girl is presented with beads and
similar gifts. Such tokens are not in any way mere gifts; they come to
symbolize all hopes and aspirations laid on the child and connecting

Ozi Ikòrò  ·  African History, Culture & Indigenous Knowledge 03



IMA NZU OZIKORO.COM  ·  04

them to the deep traditions of Igbo heritage.

The ceremony is completed with symbolic acts. The elder ogbo throws
the child into the air seven times, each time responding to a chant
from the gathered community that reinforces their collective
participation in this sacred moment. The elder blesses them, calling
on the child to live according to the principles of ancestors and the
expectations of parents.

The ritual ends with a heartfelt libation ceremony wherein the child’s
father pours out blessings from ancestral spirits by calling upon them
to witness the unity and joy of the occasion. Pouring libation is an act
absorbed in tradition, reflecting a relationship between the living and
their ancestors. The celebration is more than just an event; it marks
the start of a lifelong connection, binding the child to their namesake
and their community.

Ima Nzu and Ima Ogbo go beyond just cultural practices; they are an
ongoing expression of the Igbo way of life. They strengthen the values
of purity, acceptance, and community solidarity which create bonds
that go beyond generations. So next time you find yourself in Igbo
land, and you are offered nzu, take it with all your heart; it’s a simple
and significant gesture inviting you to partake in the rich heritage and
everlasting spirit of the Item people and broader Igbo culture.
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