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In Oru (Riverine Igbo), there’s a beautiful culture that is dying out and has
dug a crater in family ties . This priced cultural practice which brings
together generations of kids to interact and make friends among family ties
especially on the mothers side is called Ara na umu. The Literal and
Cultural Interpretation Ara…
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I n Oru ( Riverine Igbo), there’s a beautiful culture that is dying out
and has dug a crater in family ties. This priced cultural practice

which brings together generations of kids to interact and make friends
among family ties especially on the mothers side is called Ara na umu.

01

The Literal and Cultural
Interpretation
Ara na umu means “breasts and children”, this practice is a yearly
practice that brings together kids of every umuada back home to know
their cousins and be celebrated. This practice highlights the
attachment and maternal bond of children and their umunne (cousins)
on their maternal side.

multiple births (umu ejime) were considered by Igbo-speaking peoples an abomination (nso ani) […] “In the
1980s, however, I heard stories […]” Photo: Twins with their mothers, Nigeria, ca.1920-1940.
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02

Ties to Igbo Social Philosophy
In alaigbo, the concept of ara na umu stress the importance of
nwanwa and nwadiana (has been analyzed in a previous article by us),
especially those who are of good behavior. These nwadiana’s are
brought back to their ikwunne to know their cousins and the parents
of their cousins, mix with them, explore with them and also be
celebrated in their ikwunne. It is here that okuko nwadiana and ewu
nwadiana are also killed and cooked to welcome umu nwadiana to
their ikwunne. Ara na umu is usually organized by the oldest
grandmother in the family

Igbo children at tiered seats in a public arena, photographed by Gustaf Bolinder, 1930-31. Museum of
Ethnography, Sweden.
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03

Cultural Performances and
Ceremonies
Here the diala’s perform welcome dances, freely and willingly to
welcome their brethren, this follows games and a bonding period
where the adults leave the children to get to know each other, interact
with each other and bond. This creates tight connection and builds
friendship among umunne ( diala and nwadiana)

After the dances and games, ewu nwadiana is cooked after being
killed in their honor, kids of both umuada (nwadiana) and their
brothes are served together and eat from the same plate. This is to
highlight the sibling-like bond among every child thre and remind
them that they are one.
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Postcard found in Umuahia of four children cared for by Methodist missionaries in southeastern Nigeria, c. 1916.
USC Digital Library.

04

Identity
Ara na umu helps build a formidable identity where these children are
showered with love and a sense of belonging to their maternal home.
Here familial bonds are formed and strengthened, and partnerships
for the future are forged.

05

Decline:
From the colonial period where families had to move to urban areas
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and stayed for an extended period of time, not engaging in these
traditional bonding processes. As urbanization increased, it tore more
families apart and most families rarely returned yearly and obviously
never took part in ara na umu.

Today ara na umu is a tale told to children who care to listen and not a
well practiced cultural norm. Although some families have tried to
recreate this during the yearly December homecoming, nothing beats
a well organized and intentional ara na umu. Looking forward to an
intentional revival of this beautiful culture.
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