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Ọ̀kọ̀nkọ̀ masks at Umuowa in the central-Igbo area (Imo) on the cover of African Arts. Photographed by Eli Bentor,
March 1988.
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T he Okonko masquerade is a central cultural and social institution
among the Southeastern Igbo people of Nigeria, particularly in

the Umuahia area of Abia State. It is a vital expression of the Ekpe
society, a traditional system of governance, ritual practice, and social
organization that spans the Igbo areas and parts of Southern
Cameroon. With roots in Arochukwu, the Okonko society serves as a
symbolic and functional force for communal unity, education, and
leadership.

“Egbo Men, Old Calabar” postcard from the early 20th century. Egbo is Ekpe, and although Old Calabar is noted
as the location, the masks look like Okonko masks, the Ekpe common among the Igbo and eastern Ijo. It could
also be that this is present-day Abia State or Rivers State.
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Origins and Significance
Okonko, as a subset of the Ekpe society, is believed to have originated
in Arochukwu, a historic center of trade and spirituality in Igbo land.
Over time, it became deeply entrenched in the Umuahia region, where
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it evolved into a dominant masking and governing institution. Every
male member of the community was expected to undergo initiation
into Okonko through a rite known as ikpụ ụlọ. This initiation marked
the beginning of a man’s education within the Okonko society,
involving lessons in communal responsibility, tradition, and secret
knowledge.

Historically, Okonko membership facilitated social mobility and
economic relationships. Membership granted access to a network of
traders and merchants, allowing individuals to secure business and
trading ties. The society’s influence extended into legal and political
matters, with it’s leadership often mediating disputes and ensuring
adherence to communal laws.

An Okonko masquerade in Umuahia photographed by G. I. Jones. MAA Cambridge.
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Rituals and Practices
The Okonko masquerade plays a pivotal role in cultural ceremonies
and communal life. It is an integral part of the burial rites of
prominent elders, signifying respect and honour for the deceased.
Additionally, the masquerade is a central feature of annual festivals
such as Iri ji (the New Yam Festival), where it embodies the
community’s connection to ancestral spirits and agricultural cycles.

Typically, Okonko processions occur at night, cloaking the activities in
secrecy and mystique. Members of the society wear masks that signify
their rank and grade within the organization. The masks are
meticulously crafted and carry symbolic meanings, representing the
spiritual authority and social status of the wearer.
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Organizational Structure
Okonko is organized hierarchically, with members progressing
through various grades as they acquire deeper knowledge and fulfill
specific obligations. Leadership within the society is vested in a
president for each community, who oversees the initiation rites,
rituals, and general administration of the group.

The graded structure not only reflects an individual’s mastery of
Okonko knowledge but also underscores their influence and
responsibilities within the society. The institution fosters a sense of
discipline and respect among its members, ensuring the preservation
of traditional values.
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This is likely Nwa Agụ, in Umuahia, the leopard Ọ̀kọ̀nkọ̀ mask worn by high ranking men as the emblem of the
society. The costume’s chequers represent leopard spots. The masker is signing (nsibidi?). Photo: G. I. Jones, c.
1930s. MAA Cambridge.
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The Ekpe Complex and Cultural
Connectivity
Okonko is part of the broader Ekpe complex, which stretches across
the Igbo cultural region and Southern Cameroons. The Ekpe society,
known by various names across different ethnic groups, functions as a
unifying cultural and spiritual force. Its symbols, rituals, and
organizational principles serve as a shared heritage, emphasizing the
interconnectedness of the communities within it’s sphere of influence.
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An Ọ̀kọ̀nkọ̀ masquerader in Uzuakoli, present-day Abia State. Photographed by G. I. Jones, 1930s. MAA
Cambridge.

05

Contemporary Relevance
In modern times, the Okonko masquerade and it’s associated practices
face challenges from urbanization, religious shifts, and globalization.
However, efforts to preserve this rich tradition have emerged through
cultural festivals, academic research, and community initiatives. The
Okonko society remains a vital link to the past, offering insights into
the social, economic, and spiritual fabric of Igbo communities.
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Conclusion
The Okonko masquerade is more than a cultural spectacle; it is a
repository of history, tradition, and communal identity. It’s practices
reflect the values of discipline, respect, and interconnectedness that
underpin Igbo society. As a dynamic expression of the Ekpe complex,
Okonko continues to hold significance, reminding contemporary
audiences of the depth and resilience of African cultural heritage.
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