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Onu Oshuru (lit. Oshuru Bottomless Pit), one of several structures found at the Lejja communal sacred solar
plaza, Nsukka. Utu-Udele-Igwe, a solar-tree deity of justice in this locale is said to rise from the pit each day.
Image source: Acholonu and Davis (2013).

I n Igbo culture, iron is very important and has a deep meaning. It is
seen as a symbol of strength, power, and the ability to create and

change things. For many years, the Igbo people have used iron in
farming, crafts, and religious activities. It is not just a tool but also a
part of their beliefs and way of life.
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Photographed by G. T. Basden, early 20th century.

The History of Iron in Igbo Culture

The use of iron in Igbo culture goes back thousands of years. Evidence
from places like Igbo Ukwu shows that the Igbo people were skilled in
making iron tools and objects a long time ago. Blacksmiths were
respected because they made tools for farming, weapons for
protection, and items used in ceremonies.

Blacksmiths, known as Ndị Nkwu, were seen as important people in
the community. They worked with fire to shape iron, which many
believed was a special skill connected to both the physical and
spiritual world.

What Iron Symbolizes in Igbo Culture
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photographed by William Henry Crosse,

Iron is more than just a material for tools in Igbo culture. It has many
meanings:

1. Strength and Power: Iron tools and weapons represent strength and
the ability to overcome challenges. A warrior’s iron sword or spear
shows courage and readiness to defend the community.

2. Transformation and Growth: Turning raw iron into tools shows the
idea of growth and change. This is similar to how people grow and
improve themselves.

3. Spiritual Connection: Iron is linked to certain gods like Amadioha
(the god of justice) and Ala (the earth goddess). It is believed to carry
spiritual energy.

4. Truth and Justice: Iron is often used in ceremonies where people
take oaths or settle disputes. It symbolizes honesty and fairness.
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How Iron is Used in Igbo Spirituality

Photographed in 1983.

Iron plays a big role in Igbo religious and spiritual practices. It is used
to communicate with the gods, protect people, and perform rituals.

Iron objects are used during ceremonies for deities like Ogun (the god
of iron) and Amadioha. These objects are believed to have strong
spiritual powers.

1. Ikenga: The Ikenga is a personal shrine that represents a person’s
achievements and strength. Iron is often included to show resilience.

2. Ofo Staff: The Ofo staff is a symbol of leadership and justice. Adding
iron to it makes it even more powerful.

Iron charms and tools are believed to protect people from evil spirits.
Some blacksmiths also make special iron items used in healing
ceremonies.
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The Role of Iron in Igbo Daily Life

Iron tools like hoes and machetes made farming easier for the Igbo
people. These tools helped them grow more food and take care of the
land. Iron tools are also part of farming ceremonies to honor the
earth.

Blacksmiths used iron to make weapons, ornaments, and ceremonial
items. These were displayed during festivals, showing the creativity
and skill of the Igbo people.

Community leaders often carried staffs decorated with iron. These
staffs symbolized their power and connection to their ancestors.

Challenges to Iron Traditions Today

The importance of iron in Igbo culture is still recognized, but some
challenges threaten its role:

1. Modern Technology: New tools and materials have replaced
traditional iron tools.

2. Loss of Knowledge: Younger generations are not learning the skills
of blacksmithing, and much of the knowledge is being lost.

3. Deforestation: Cutting down forests makes it harder to find the
wood needed for making fires to forge iron.

Efforts are being made to keep iron traditions alive:

· Cultural Festivals: Communities hold events to celebrate
blacksmithing and its importance.

· Museums: Iron artifacts are displayed in museums to educate
people.

· Teaching Youth: Programs are being set up to teach younger
generations the art of blacksmithing.

· Eke, C. A. (2017). The significance of iron in African traditional
religions: A study of the Igbo people. Journal of African Studies,
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