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The Úró System of Governance: Benin, Her Daughter States, and a 
New Model for Understanding the Role of Ancestry in the Pre-

Colonial Political Systems of West Africa 

Daniel Roberts III1 
Abstract 
Historically, empires in every part of the world have been comprised of both native populations 
and semi-autonomous vassal territories. More often than not, foreign dependencies owed no real 
allegiance to their imperial overlords outside of the occasional payment of taxes and, in times of 
war, the supplication of soldiers for the national army. In Classical Africa, there are examples of 
vassal countries that are bound to a larger power, not by political obligation, but by cultural and 
spiritual connections based on a shared ancestry, real or imagined. In such political contexts, a 
vassal territory recognizes itself and the empire to which it belongs as two members of an extended 
family. British journalist Basil Davidson (1914–2010) referred to these dynamics as Mother States 
and Daughter States. Recognizing conceptual issues with these terms, this article proposes to use 
the term Úró System of Governance, derived from the Jamsay-Dogon word for house (Úró), as a 
new term or framework for understanding an ancient African social phenomenon. The Úró System 
of Governance is a socio-political phenomenon wherein a large group of individuals leaves their 
home country—usually under the leadership of a chief, military officer or member of a royal family 
(typically a prince)—to establish a new state, governed by a similar or identical political system, 
and maintaining cultural and ancestral ties to the country they emigrated from. These ancestral 
bonds are oftentimes reinforced through spiritual or religious practices. Using the Benin Empire 
as a case study, this article looks at the Kingdoms of Abavo, Aboh, Auchi, and Onitsha as historical 
examples of the Úró System of Governance. 
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Introduction 

Following the conceptual framework 
used by Maulana Karenga in his Introduction 
to Black Studies (1982), Molefi Kete Asante 
asserted that Africology, as an academic 
discipline, has seven general subject fields: 
“communicative, social, historical, cultural, 
political, economic, and psychological.”1 
Even broader than these, Asante argued that 
there are three classificatory aspects of 
Africology, namely the Cultural/Aesthetic, 
Social/Behavioral and Policy Issues;2 the 
Social/Behavioral aspect is “the area of 
knowledge that deals with human behavior in 
relationship to other humans, living or dead, 
relationship to the cosmos, and relationship 
to self. It is the area normally covered in the 
American system by fields such as sociology, 
psychology, economics, political science, 
urban studies, religion, and anthropology 
among other fields.”3 This paper contributes 
to the development of the political dimension 
of Africology, which falls under the 
Social/Behavioral and Policy aspects of the 
discipline, by developing a new model for 
understanding inter-state interactions in 
classical Africa. Specifically, it uses the term 
Úró System of Governance to describe a 
socio-political phenomenon where a large 
group of individuals leaves their home 
country–usually under the leadership of a 
chief, military officer, or member of a royal 
family (typically a prince)—to establish a 
new state, populated largely, yet never 
entirely, by members of the same ethnic 
group, governed by a similar or identical 
political system, and maintaining cultural and 
ancestral ties to the country they emigrated 

 
1 Molefi Kete Asante, “African American Studies: The 
Future of the Discipline.” In The Afrocentric 
Paradigm (Trenton, New Jersey & Asmara, Eritrea: 
Africa World Press, 2003), 104. 
2 Molefi Kete Asante, Kemet, Afrocentricity and 
Knowledge (Trenton, New Jersey: Africa World Press, 
Inc., 1990), 18-19. 

from. These ancestral bonds are oftentimes 
reinforced through spiritual or religious 
practices, such as pilgrimages, sacrifices or 
similar rituals. In Dogon culture, the “family 
house has been modeled in the human form,” 
where the “round kitchen” represents a head, 
“the central room” the stomach, the 
“storerooms and halls” a pair of arms, and 
“the entrance” the “sexual organ.”4 
Consequently, the author finds Dogon 
philosophy important in naming the socio-
political phenomena articulated above; the 
name chosen comes from the word Úró, 
which in the Jasmay dialect means “house.”5 
There are several dialects of the Dogon 
language and their lexicons oftentimes differ. 
The author chose, purely as a matter of 
convenience, to use the word for “house” in 
the Jamsay dialect because “with 130,000 
speakers,” Jamsay offers “the most 
populous” Dogon language.6 The Úró 
System of Governance, then, derives its name 
from Dogon architectural philosophy, and 
describes a socio-political process where the 
constituents of an empire recognize 
themselves not as lords and vassals, but as 
different parts of one body. 

In this research, the Benin Empire of 
southern Nigeria will be used as a case study, 
looking at the Kingdoms of Abavo, Aboh, 
Auchi and Onitsha as examples of the Úró 
System of Governance par excellence. Benin 
reached her greatest territorial extent 
throughout a period of approximately three 
hundred years, beginning with the reign of 
Ọba Oguọla (ca. 1280–1295) and ending with 
the reign of Ọba Ehẹngbuda (ca. 1578–1606); 
during this time, Benin was ruled by a 
successive line of warrior kings, and during 

3 Molefi Kete Asante, Kemet, Afrocentricity and 
Knowledge, 20-21. 
4 The Diagram Group, Peoples of West Africa (New 
York: Facts On File, Inc., 1997), 45. 
5 Jeffrey Heath, A Grammar of Jamsay (Berlin: 
Mouton de Gruyter, 2008), 15-16. 
6 Laura McPherson, A Grammar of Tommo So (Berlin: 
Mouton de Gruyter, 2013), 3. 
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the reign of Ọbas Olua (ca. 1473–1481), 
Ọzọlua (ca. 1481–1504) and Ẹsigie (ca. 
1504–1550), royal princes are said to have 
emigrated from Benin to found dynasties of 
their own something that oral traditions from 
Benin and these younger kingdoms—
including Abavo, Aboh, Auchi and 
Onitsha—alike attest to. To demonstrate the 
usefulness of the Úró System of Governance 
as a model for studying the politics of 
classical Africa, this study primarily relies on 
an analysis of oral history; despite the 
prevailing notion that history isn’t real unless 
it’s written down, Burkinabé historian Joseph 
Ki-Zerbo (1922–2006) explained, in the case 
of Africa, how “the validity of oral tradition 
has been amply proved, and confirmed by 
cross-checking with written and 
archaeological sources.”7 Additionally, this 
study utilizes a cross-cultural analysis of 
Benin and the Kingdoms of Abavo, Aboh, 
Auchi and Onitsha, focusing on political 
institutions, language, state insignia and 
spiritual systems. 

The significance of the Úró System of 
Governance has monumental implications 
beyond the study of the specific nations 
discussed in this essay. That political 
relationships sometimes had a familial 
element gives credence to the idea that Pan-
Africanism has deeper historical antecedents 
than most scholars have suggested. This form 
of government shows that it is possible for 
Africans of different backgrounds to co-exist 
on the basis of shared ancestry, and that there 
are African alternatives for Eurocentric 
interpretations of historical phenomena. 

 

 
7 J. Ki-Zerbo, “General Introduction”. In General 
History of Africa I: Methodology and African 
Prehistory (Heinemann, California: UNESCO, 1981), 
9. 
8 T. Olawale Elias, The Nature of African Customary 
Law (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1956), 14. 

The Úró System of Governance 

This paper introduces the Úró System 
of Governance as a socio-political 
phenomenon that African and European 
scholars alike have alluded to, but never 
addressed properly or in-depth. Taslim 
Olawale Elias (1914–1991), a Nigerian jurist, 
argued that there are two types of state in 
classical Africa, one with “strong centralized 
kingdoms such as those of the Yorubas, the 
Ashantis, and the Baganda, the territorial 
units of which are more or less closely knit 
together by ties of kinship, cultural affinities, 
and local contiguity,” and another which 
comprises of “a conglomeration of kingdoms 
loosely united together for purposes of 
administration under the paramountcy of an 
accredited overlord or emperor.”8 British 
journalist Basil Davidson (1914–2010), in his 
History of West Africa (1965; 1967), wrote 
about the Wolof kingdoms and identified 
how “like early Ghana long before, Jolof 
began to form a number of little ‘daughter 
states’ during the fourteenth century.”9 He 
did not define what a “daughter state” was, 
but he described it as a “political 
development which happened in many 
lands,” one which “occurred at much the 
same time, for example, among the Yoruba 
of Western Nigeria: the Yoruba ‘mother 
state’ of Ife set the pattern for the formation 
of other Yoruba states which were governed 
in the same way.”10 In The Destruction of 
Black Civilization (1971; 1987), Chancellor 
Williams addressed the importance of 
ancestry in relation to nation-building, where 
he argued that “lineage […] was the most 
powerful and effective force for unity and 
stability in early Africa, and this was so true 

9 Basil Davidson, The Growth of African Civilisation: 
A History of West Africa, 1000-1800 (London: 
Longmans, Green and Co, Ltd, 1967), 56. 
10 Basil Davidson, The Growth of African Civilisation: 
A History of West Africa, 1000-1800, 56. 
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that a state could be self-governed without 
the need for any one individual as ruler, chief 
or king. Everyone was a lawyer because just 
about everyone knew the Customary laws.”11 
From Elias and Williams, we see that 
ancestry was a unifying force in various 
countries in classical Africa, and from 
Davidson we see a socio-political 
phenomenon wherein the citizens of a 
particular country collectively migrate from 
their country (i.e., the Mother State) for one 
reason or another in order to establish a new 
one (i.e., a Daughter State). Davidson never 
used the terms Daughter State or Mother 
State outside of this book,12 but the concepts 
he describes are, in fact, historical realities, 
and with modifications to his terminology, 
coupled with a refinement of African 
concepts of politics and ancestry, we can 
develop an adequate framework to address 
the nuances of trans-continental interactions 
and African historical experiences. 

Basil Davidson was correct in his 
assertion that what he called Mother and 
Daughter States were something that 
“happened in many lands.”13 One of the most 
recent examples of this occurred at some 
point during the 1700s, when a warrior king 
left the Mali Empire and founded the 
Kingdom of Gonja; the Muslim scholars of 
Gonja wrote several historical accounts of 
their country, and later narratives say that this 

 
11 Chancellor Williams, The Destruction of Black 
Civilization: Great Issues of a Race from 4500 B.C. to 
2000 A.D., 165. 
12 The only exception to this may be West Africa 
Before the Colonial Era: A History to 1850 (1998; 
2014), which Basil Davidson published three decades 
later, although it was noted at the beginning of the 
book that it was written “drawing on our earlier 
History of West Africa (London, 1965 and many later 
editions)” (Davidson 2014: xiii). 
13 Basil Davidson, The Growth of African Civilisation: 
A History of West Africa, 1000-1800, 56. 
14 Ivor Wilks et al., Chronicles from Gonja: A 
Tradition of West African Muslim Historiography 
(Cambridge, London: Cambridge University Press, 
1986), 21-22. 

founding ancestor was a man named Jakpa.14 
Some centuries—perhaps two or three—
prior, the Wolof spread from their ancestral 
kingdom of Jolof to found three other states: 
Bayol, Cayor and Waalo. The first Burba of 
Jolof was a man named Njajan Njay,15 but we 
do not know when he lived for certain, and 
our earliest attested reference to the Wolof 
comes from Alvise Ca’ da Mosto, who wrote 
about their political system in 1455.16 What 
we do know is that Jolof, as the oldest Wolof 
kingdom, was treated with the respect that 
comes from having seniority, and as recently 
as the 1800s, “Jolof’s buurbas were still 
treated with special consideration by other 
Wolof rulers.”17 The Mossi were older than 
both the Gonja and the Wolof, and their 
“traditional history goes back to about the 
eleventh century.”18 The first Mossi king was 
a man named Ouidirogo, who founded the 
Kingdom of Tenkodogo; his sons Rawa and 
Diaba founded the Kingdoms of Zandoma 
and Fada n’Gourma respectively; Zandoma 
would be renamed Yatenga during the reign 
of Rawa’s son Yadega; the Kingdom of 
Ouagadougou was founded by Ouidirogo’s 
nephew Oubri.19 Though the Mossi 
kingdoms never lived in total harmony with 
one another, they nevertheless kept familial 
relations, and we know that “connexions 
(sic.) have been maintained among them and 
are still recognized in terms of kinship.”20 

15 Eunice A. Charles, Precolonial Senegal: The Jolof 
Kingdom 1800 to 1890 (Boston University African 
Studies Center, 1977), 1. 
16 David P. Gamble, The Wolof of Senegambia: 
Together with Notes on the Lebu and the Serer 
(London: International African Institute, 1967), 16. 
17 Eunice A. Charles, Precolonial Senegal: The Jolof 
Kingdom 1800 to 1890, 3. 
18 Elliott Percival Skinner, “The Mossi and Traditional 
Sudanese History.” In Journal of Negro History 43.2, 
p. 121. 
19 Dominique Zahan, “The Mossi Kingdoms”. In West 
African Kingdoms in the Nineteenth Century (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1967), 152 & 154. 
20 Dominique Zahan, “The Mossi Kingdoms,” 154. 
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What this paper proposes to designate 
as the Úró System of Governance was so 
pronounced among the Yoruba that they had 
their own term for it: the Ebi (Family) 
System. According to Isaac Akinjogbin 
(1930–2008), 

All these kingdoms believed 
in and practised the Ebi system of 
government. Under this system, a 
kingdom was regarded as a larger 
version of the family, and a country as 
a collection of kingdoms whose rulers 
look on one another as relations. 
Leadership among the group was 
never based on the military potential 
nor on the economic prosperity, nor 
even on the territorial extent of each 
kingdom. Rather it was based on a 
system of “seniority” in the ages of 
the original founders of the 
kingdoms.21 
Although Robert Smith (1971; 1988) 

argued that “the individual traditions and 
histories of all the kingdoms, and of Oyo in 
particular, refute this theory,”22 their 
interactions demonstrate that this was a real 
institution. Ile-Ife is the oldest and most 
important Yoruba kingdom—culturally, 
spiritually and historically. The Yoruba 
scholar Elisha Alademọmi Kẹnyọ said that 
although the Oni of Ile-Ife “is to-day having 
no administrative authority over any of the 
other tribal districts of the region beyond 
Ifẹland […], he apparently retains that 
portion of his original status which makes 
him the oldest Ọba and spiritual head of the 
Yoruba.”23 This is manifested in several 
ways, such as the fact that “the sword of state 

 
21 I.A. Akinjogbin, “The Oyo Empire in the 18th 
Century—A Reassessment.” In Journal of the 
Historical Society of Nigeria 3.3, p. 451. 
22 Robert Smith, Kingdoms of the Yoruba (Madison: 
The University of Wisconsin Press, 1988), 88. 
23 E. Alademọmi Kẹnyọ, Yoruba Natural Rulers and 
their Origin (Ibadan, Nigeria: Yoruba Historical 
Research Company, 1964), 57. 

has to be brought from Ife for the coronation 
of the Alafin of Oyo and some of the other 
Yoruba kings.”24 The Ọyọ Empire gradually 
developed into a country whose influence 
would rival that of Ile-Ife. Reverend Samuel 
Johnson (1846–1901), a Yoruba missionary 
from the Ọyọ clan, emphasized the relatively 
recent surge in the ritual significance of the 
Alafin of Ọyọ by noting that “all of the 
principal rulers of the country, to show the 
validity of their claims, must trace their 
relationship by one way or another to the 
ALÂFIN OF OYO, who is the direct 
descendant of Orañyan, son and successor of 
Oduduwa, the founder.”25 Additionally, other 
Yoruba kingdoms have rituals that command 
the respect and interdependence of the rest. 
For example, the Olupo of Ajashe—one of 
the Ọbas (Kings) of the Igbomina Yoruba 
sub-group—maintained an air of importance 
over both other Igbomina clans and the 
Alafin, which is evident in “his possession of 
a sacred oil with which other Igbomina kings, 
and allegedly even the Alafin, were required 
to be anointed during their coronation 
ceremonies.”26 These politically 
interdependent relationships can be 
expressed between major kingdoms and the 
rest, as we have seen with Ile-Ife and Ọyọ, or 
with minor kingdoms towards other minor 
kingdoms, as is the case with the Oloja of Epe 
and the Osemawe of Ondo; for Ulli Beier 
(1922–2011), a German editor, pointed out 
how Epe “is a much smaller and poorer town 
than Ondo, but until recently exercised 
considerable influence on Ondo, due to its 
“seniority”. Even now whenever an 

24 Sir Alan Burns, History of Nigeria (London: George 
Allen and Unwin Ltd, 1972), 28. 
25 Samuel Johnson, The History of the Yorubas: From 
the Earliest Times to the Beginning of the British 
Protectorate (Lagos, Nigeria: C.M.S. Bookshops, 
1960), 16. 
26 Robert Smith, Kingdoms of the Yoruba (Madison: 
The University of Wisconsin Press, 1988), 48. 
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important sacrifice is made in Ondo, a 
portion has to be sent to Epe.”27 

On account of historical events that 
are too technical to address in-depth here, the 
Ọba of Benin is believed to be a descendant 
of Oduduwa, the founder and first Oni of Ile-
Ife, in the same manner as the various Yoruba 
Ọbas; it is not my intention to thoroughly 
discuss the various Ẹdo oral traditions about 
this, but it is worth quoting G.A. Akinola 
(1976), a Yoruba historian, who showed that 
“until quite recently, all the known historical 
traditions about the origin of the Eweka 
dynasty of Benin were unanimous in saying 
that the first oba of this dynasty was 
Oranmiyan, a Prince of Ife, who came to 
Benin in response to the free invitation of the 
city’s notables at a time of political 
instability.”28 

The Yoruba origin of Benin’s Ọba 
Dynasty is demonstrated and reinforced in a 
multitude of ways. One of these ways was 
interdependent enthronement practices. 
Jacob Egharevba (1893–1980), an Ẹdo 
scholar par excellence, said that following the 
death of Ọba Ẹwẹka (reign. ca. 1200–12), 
Oranmiyan’s son, it became customary that 
“the remains of the Ọba were taken to Ifẹ in 
every third reign.”29 G.A. Akinola said that 
this “information was confirmed by one of 
my informants, Chief Eghobamien, who 
stated that the death of every Oba was 
communicated through a number of royal 
messengers, the Ukoluhe.”30 During the early 
days of Benin’s interactions with Europeans, 

 
27 Ulli Beier, “The Oba’s Festival, Ondo”. In Nigeria 
Magazine 50, p. 238. 
28 G.A. Akinola, “The Origin of the Eweka Dynasty of 
Benin: A Study in the Use and Abuse of Oral 
Traditions”. In Journal of the Historical Society of 
Nigeria 8.3, p. 21. 
29 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin (Ibadan, 
Nigeria: Ibadan University Press, 1968), 9. 
3030 G.A. Akinola, “The Origin of the Eweka Dynasty 
of Benin: A Study in the Use and Abuse of Oral 
Traditions”, 32. 

White visitors spoke about the Ukoluhe, and 
pointed out how the appointment of an 
Edaikẹn (heir apparent) to become the next 
Ọba had to be confirmed by the Oni of Ile-
Ife. In Benin, the Oni of Ile-Ife is known as 
the Ọghẹnnẹ.31 This title, in a corrupted form, 
is attested in the writings of Portuguese men 
from the fifteenth century, in which texts an 
ancient and intimate relationship between the 
two states is strongly implied. Writing in 
Esmeraldo de Situ Orbis (1506), Duarte 
Pacheco Pereira (ca. 1465–1533) spoke about 
Benin and how “close by is another great lord 
of the name Hooguanee, who among the 
negroes is as the Pope is among us.”32 João 
de Barros (1496–1570), also writing about 
Benin, mentioned “the most powerful 
monarch of these parts, who was called 
Ogané;”33 he said that “in accordance with a 
very ancient custom,” the Edaikẹn sends 
ambassadors to the Ogané to signify the death 
of his father, and in response, the “the Ogané 
sends the king a staff and headpiece of 
shining brass […] He also sends a cross, 
likewise of brass, to be worn around the neck 
[…] Without these emblems the people do 
not recognize him as [a] lawful ruler, nor can 
he truly call himself king.”34 Henry Lewis 
Ward-Price (1939) affirms this four centuries 
later, and said that when he met Ọba Akenzua 
II (1899–1978), he had “showed me a brass 
crucifix which was attached to a cord around 
his neck, and said that every morning at dawn 
he […] pressed the crucifix to his forehead, 
and prayed for the Oni of Ife, the Alafin of 

31 Rebecca N. Agheyisi, An Ẹdo-English Dictionary 
(Benin City: Ethiope Publishing Corporation, 1986), 
120. 
32 Duarte Pacheco Pereira, Esmeraldo de Situ Orbis 
(London: Hakluyt Society, 1937), 126. 
33 G.R. Crone, The Voyages of Cadamosto, and Other 
Documents on Western Africa in the Second Half of 
the Fifteenth Century (Nendeln, Liechtenstein: Kraus 
Reprint Limited, 1967), 126. 
34 G.R. Crone, The Voyages of Cadamosto, and Other 
Documents on Western Africa in the Second Half of 
the Fifteenth Century, 126. 



 

 78 

Oyo and the Oba of Benin (that is himself); 
after which he prayed for all the other Yoruba 
kings.”35 Price said that “This had long been 
the custom […] whether the Oba was a 
Christian or not; and very few of them have 
been, during the last couple of centuries.”36 

The Ife-Benin connection is also 
demonstrated in spiritual festivals. According 
to Jacob Egharevba, Ọba Eresọyẹn (reign. ca. 
1735-1750) “introduced” the Aguosa 

Festival,37 and in addition to this, his reign 
“saw the introduction of the Ododua 
masquerade.”38 The Odudua Masquerade is 
part of the Aguosa Festival, and 
commemorates Oduduwa as the father of 
Oranmiyan, the present dynasty’s founder; 
Ugie Oduduwa, as this masquerade is called 
in Ẹdo, is characterized by seven 
masqueraders dancing in red Ododo cloth for 
a period of seven days.39 

Thus, oral traditions, spiritual-
political rites, and commemorative festivals 
all demonstrate and reinforce the ancient 
relationship between Benin and Ile-Ife. It is 
important to understand this in order to 
understand the relationship Benin has 
historically maintained with Abavo, Aboh, 
Auchi and Onitsha. 

The Reign of Ọbas Olua (ca. 1473–1481 
A.D.), Ọzọlua (ca. 1481–1504 A.D.) and 
Ẹsigie (ca. 1504–1550 A.D.) 

Whereas the relationship between 
Benin and Ile-Ife was engendered by prince 
Oranmiyan as an effort to initiate political 
revival, the relationship between Benin and 
her “daughter states” is one that was 
engendered by Ẹdo military expeditions 
during a period of political consolidation and 
national expansion. Beginning with the reign 

 
35 H.L. Ward Price, Dark Subjects (London: Jarrolds 
Publishers, 1939), 238. 
36 H.L. Ward Price, Dark Subjects, 238. 
37 Chief Jacob U. Egharevba, Descriptive Catalogue of 
Benin Museum (Benin City: Eribo Printers, 1969), 25. 
38 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 40. 

of Oguọla (ca. 1280-1295), Benin entered a 
period of imperialism under warrior Ọbas 
that lasted almost 300 years, ending only 
after Ọrhọgbua (reign. ca. 1550-1578) 
drowned during an expedition. In Benin and 
the Europeans (1969), Alan Frederick-
Charles Ryder explained how the Ọbas of this 
period exerted their influence through 
military might, but this was not the only 
means through which they maintained 
authority over much of the Niger Delta. 
Hence, 

a belief that the dynasty 
possessed supernatural powers—a 
belief enhanced by military 
achievement—therefore allowed it to 
establish its offshoots in a dependent 
relationship farther afield. Sometimes 
members of the royal lineage were 
installed as chiefs over conquered 
peoples, and surrounded by a court 
and ceremonial that borrowed many 
features of the parent court at Benin. 
Oba Ozolua in particular is 
remembered as having settled many 
of his sons in this manner. Thus was 
created a complex network of 
dynastic and ritual ties which bound 
to Benin many chiefdoms that were 
otherwise virtually autonomous.40 
The first migrations of Ẹdo royalty 

during the imperial period took place during 
the reign of Ọba Olua (ca. 1473–1481). The 
Kingdom of Warri was said to have been 
founded by his son Iginua (Itsekiri: Ginuwa), 
and both the Ẹdo and the Itsekiri—the 
majority ethnic group of Warri—agree on 
this and the fact that Iginua left Benin became 
a member of the royal family was hated by 
the people at large. However, Ẹdo and Itsekiri 

39 Joseph Ebiuwa Abbe, “The Cultural Aesthetics of 
Benin Traditional Performances”. In The Literature 
and Arts of the Niger Delta (New York: Routledge, 
2021), 54. 
40 A.F.C. Ryder, Benin and the Europeans, 1485-1897 
(New York: Humanities Press Inc., 1969), 12-13. 
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histories differ in the more technical details 
of this story. The Ẹdo version of the story 
says that Iginua was hated because of bad 
advice he gave his father,41 while Itsekiri 
traditions assert that his father, Ọba Nuwa 
(Ẹdo: Olua), was the one hated by his 
subjects.42 Whatever the case, Ọba Olua, 
whether for his sake or that of his son, found 
it in the best interests of the country to have 
Iginua leave Benin and start a kingdom of his 
own closer to the coastline. 

According to Egharevba’s 
chronology, Ọba Olua died without an 
Edaikẹn, and Benin was subjected to a three-
year vacancy on the throne, during which 
time the people appointed their own heads of 
state. However, seeing that these individuals 
were ill-equipped to perform their duties, 
they asked one of the sons of the late Ọba 
Ẹwuare (reign ca. 1440-1473), Prince 
Okpamẹ, to claim his ancestral birthright and 
restore order to the country. He was installed 
Ọba of Benin with the royal name Ọzọlua, 
and during his reign he spent much of his 
time fighting against multiple neighboring 
territories.43 

Ọba Ọzọlua had several children, and 
many of his sons are said to have emigrated 
from Benin to establish their own dynasties. 
His son Uguan was the founding ancestor of 
the Ọra, an Ẹdo-subgroup,44 and it is possible 
that Uchi, the founding ancestor of the 
Kingdom of Auchi, was also his son, because 
I.K. Odjugo (1972) suggested that “the 
founder of Auchi, Uchi, and his followers 
migrated from Benin about 400 years ago 
probably during the reign of Oba Ozolua ca. 
1481–1504.”45 Nevertheless, other writers 
have more cautiously noted that it is 
impossible to know when, precisely, 

 
41 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 20-22. 
42 William A. Moore, History of Itsekiri (London: 
Frank Cass & Co. Ltd, 1970), 16-19. 
43 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 22-23. 
44 Ibid, 26. 

emigrants from Benin founded Auchi, and 
Colonel Abdulrahman Arunah, in his History 
of Auchi Kingdom (2006), said 

Oral tradition has it that the 
people of Etsako migrated to the 
present Etsako-land from Benin. 
There is, however, no certainty as to 
the exact time the migration took 
place. What is more, the various clans 
in Etsako adduced various reasons as 
to why they left Benin to found new 
settlements. There is, however, a 
consensus among the people of 
Etsako that they are Benin emigrants. 
What is less clear, but apparently true 
is the fact that there must have been 
patches of settlements in the area, 
even before the arrival of those who 
migrated from Benin. Who those 
aborigines are among Etsako people 
if any, is left for historians to dig 
out.46 
There is reason to believe that Ani, 

the founding ancestor of the Yoruba 
Kingdom of Idoani, was another son of Ọba 
Ọzọlua. Archdeacon David Orimoloye 
Asabia and J.O. Adegbesan (1970) identified 
two oral traditions in Idoani concerning how 
he became the first Alani of Idoani, the first 
of which “is the imperialist account which 
states that the Oba of Benin who was himself 
the son of the Oni of Ife, had commissioned 
a number of his own children to found new 
kingdoms and that Ani was one of the Princes 
commissioned by the Oba of Benin in the 
company of the Ewi of Ado-Ekiti who was 
himself reported to have moved from Benin 

45 I.K. Odjugo, Report of Inquiry into the Otaru of 
Auchi Chieftaincy Title (n.p.: Midwestern State of 
Nigeria, 1972), 4. 
46 Abdulrahman Osioke Arunah, A History of Auchi 
Kingdom (Ilorin Kwara State: Haytee Press & 
Publishing Co. Nig. Ltd., 2006), 9-10. 
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around the same period.”47 Ekhaguosa Aisien 
(1930-2021) implicitly suggested that Ani’s 
departure is datable to the reign of Ọba 
Ọzọlua, and said that “the ruler of IDOANI is 
said to be Ozolua’s son.”48  

The available evidence suggests that 
the Igbo Kingdom of Aboh was also founded 
by a son of Ọba Ọzọlua, Prince Essumei 
Ukwu, also known as Prince Obazome. 
According to Oladipo Ogedengbe (1971), 
“Aboh traditions say that the founders of the 
kingdom emigrated from Benin following the 
death of Oba Ozolua,” and one tradition says 
that after Ọba Ọzọlua’s death, Essumei Ukwu 
disregarded the customary method of 
succession and contended for the throne, 
against the wishes of the Uzama Nihinrọn. 
Recognizing that the odds were not in his 
favor, his mother urged him to leave the 
country, and taking her advice, Essumei 
Ukwu left Benin with his brothers Oputa, 
Osimili and Ozoma.49 Ikenna Nzimiro (1972) 
related a different story, which said that Ọba 
Ọzọlua was a cruel ruler and committed a 
series of atrocities, and that Prince 
Esumaikuwu (also called Obazome) left 
Benin not only with Oputa, Osimili and 
Ezoma (Ozoma), but also with three other 
brothers: Akilini, Chima Ukwu and Etim.50 

After a reign of several years, which 
were characterized by military endeavors 
initiated every six months, Ọba Ọzọlua was 
poisoned by some of his soldiers because of 
his selfishness and in-gratitude during a 
return trip from one of these expeditions. 

 
47 D.O. Asabia & J.O. Adegbesan. Idoani Past and 
Present: The Story of One Yoruba Kingdom (Nigeria: 
Ibadan University Press, 1970), 10. 
48 Ekhaguosa Aisien, Benin City: The Edo State 
Capital (Benin City, Nigeria: Aisien Publishers, 
1995), 21. 
49 Oladipo Kingsley Ogedengbe, “The Aboh Kingdom 
of the Lower Niger, c. 1650-1900”, PhD diss, (The 
University of Wisconsin, 1971), 154. 
50 Ikenna Nzimiro, Studies in Ibo Political Systems: 
Chieftaincy and Politics in Four Niger States 

Following the funeral observances, he was 
succeeded by his son Ẹsigie (reign ca. 1504–
1550 A.D.). Unlike his father, Ọba Ẹsigie’s 
reign was marked by only one military 
expedition, a campaign against the Attah of 
Idah.51 In comparison to his immediate 
predecessors, Ọba Ẹsigie had a relatively 
peaceful reign, and Ẹdo “Tradition says that 
during this reign Onitsha was founded by 
people who migrated from Benin.”52 Igbo 
oral traditions corroborate this assertion, and 
Nnamdi Azikiwe (1904–1996), the first 
President of Nigeria, wrote about the 
Beninese origin of Onitsha on several 
occasions.53 54 55 

The Auchi Kingdom 

Auchi is a tropical kingdom situated 
in southern Nigeria, where the rainforest 
borders the savannah. Unlike Abavo, Aboh 
and Onitsha, whose inhabitants are Igbo, the 
inhabitants of Auchi, like those of Benin, 
constitute a branch of the broader Ẹdo ethnic 
group. More specifically, the people of Auchi 
are Etsako, who, like the Ishan and Owan, 
“are racially Edo, occupying territories 
outside the borders of the kingdom, but well 
within the Benin sphere of influence,”56 like 
the three Igbo kingdoms that will be 
discussed below, all three of these Ẹdo sub-
groups “acknowledged the Oba of Benin as 
their suzerain, to whom their local kings were 
answerable and from whom they derived 

(Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 
1972), 11. 
51 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 26-28. 
52 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 29. 
53 Ben N. Azikiwe, “Nigerian Political Institutions”. In 
The Journal of Negro History 14.3, p. 334-337. 
54 Ben N. Azikiwe, “Fragments of Onitsha History”. 
In The Journal of Negro History 15.4, p. 474-476. 
55 Nnamdi Azikiwe, My Odyssey: An Autobiography 
(London: C. Hurst & Company, 1970), 11-12. 
56 Ekhaguosa Aisien, Benin City: The Edo State 
Capital, 31. 
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their authority to rule over their peoples” and 
“claim descent from Benin City.”57 

Abdulrahman Arunah (2006) said 
that there was “no customarily recognized 
King in Auchi before” Nupe forces from the 
Bida Emirate invaded and conquered the 
eastern borders of Auchi in 1819.58 
Consequently, the Benin influence on Auchi 
is manifest in political institutions that grew 
out of the village structure and not, as in the 
Igbo kingdoms, in festivals, rituals and 
symbols of kingship. Prior to the 
establishment of the Otaru as the paramount 
ruler of Auchi, the various villages were led 
by men called Odio; these were “the strongest 
m[e]n, the most vocal, dynamic, popular and 
among the oldest in each village;” all of the 
Odio submitted to the Okpishai Ituke, the 
Odio of Utsogo village.59 The Odio are the 
Auchi equivalent of the Edion, who in Benin 
are “the elders and they constitute the ruling 
class in an Edo community. At the head is the 
odionwere, the oldest male in the community. 
He is the ruler of his village in Edo land 
unless that village is part of a dukedom.”60 

Moreover, from oral information he 
collected in interviews with Etsako chiefs, 
Hakim Billy Harunah (1956–2004) pointed 
out how despite the fact that Etsako-land was 
never governed by a shared monarch until the 
Nupe invasion, Etsako society was 
nevertheless organized in such a way that 
“certain institutions performed the functions 
of central administration. Among these 
institutions were the Council of Elders called 
igbai-ikpishai (in Auchi), igbai-ediowere (in 
South Ibie), and igbai-ediomha (in Idegun-

 
57 Ekhaguosa Aisien, Benin City: The Edo State 
Capital, 31. 
58 Abdulrahman Osioke Arunah, A History of Auchi 
Kingdom, 33. 
59 Abdulrahman Osioke Arunah, A History of 
Auchi Kingdom, 33. 
60 Ekhaguosa Aisien, “Otu and Age-Grade Systems of 
Edo Land”. In Edo Cultural Voyage (Ikeja, Lagos: 
Hanon Publishers Limited, 2006), 71. 

Anwain).”61 The Igbai-Ikpishai is the Auchi 
equivalent of the Uzama Nihinrọn in Benin; 
both of these constitute nothing more than 
local variations of the ancient African Royal 
Council. 

The Igbo Kingdoms: Abavo, Aboh & 
Onitsha 

On the basis of the most available 
information at our disposal, it would be most 
appropriate to devote most of the attention in 
this section to the Kingdom of Aboh. 
However, there are general remarks that must 
be made. First, there is no singular tradition 
of origin among the Igbo, and claims of 
Beninese ancestry are just one of four 
prevailing themes that occur among different 
Igbo sub-groups.62 What follows, then, 
represents the oral traditions and culture of a 
fraction of the Igbo and not the whole. 
Second, those kingdoms and towns which do 
claim descent from Ẹdo migrants 
demonstrate the Úró System of Governance 
through the fact that their traditional leaders 
had (and continue to have) no legitimate 
right-to-rule without investiture by the Ọba 
of Benin; his conferment of titles was 
accompanied by his gifting of royal insignia; 
for this reason, Percy Talbot (1877–1945) 
observed that “the various Obi of the towns 
of Uburuku, Iselle-Uku, Ogwashi-Uku, 
Ahama, Aba, Onitsha Ugbo and Obbosi had 
the right to have the Ada sword carried in 
from of them. The Obi-ships were hereditary, 
but formerly the sanction of the Obba had to 
be obtained before accession.”63 This type of 

61 Hakeem Billy Harunah, “The Impact of Nupe 
Invasion on Etsako Society, 1860-1897: A 
Sociopolitical and Cultural Analysis”, PhD diss, 
(University of Lagos, 1990), 48-49. 
62 Onigu Otite, “Historical Aspects of the Sociology of 
the Bendel State of Nigeria”. In Journal of the 
Historical Society of Nigeria 9.1, p. 51. 
63 P. Amaury Talbot, The Peoples of Southern Nigeria, 
Volume III: Ethnology (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1926), 593. 
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Benin socio-political influence also exists 
among the Anioma Igbo sub-group,64 and the 
Onitsha have oral traditions about Chima’s 
sons designed to explain why their Obis pay 
tribute to and receive their swords of state 
from the Ọba of Benin.65 

It is now necessary to focus on Abavo 
specifically. Ferdinand Agbera Onyekpeze 
(2002) demonstrated multiple ways in which 
the Ẹdo origin of Abavo is provable. The 
author finds it necessary to start with the 
ways Onyekpeze unintentionally 
demonstrated the Abavo-Benin connection. 
Although he did not say what the 
requirements of their roles were, Onyekpeze 
mentioned several chieftaincy titles in Abavo 
that are carbon-copies of titles worn in Benin. 
To be sure, he identified three chieftaincy 
classes in Abavo, namely the Rank Titles, 
Ihiame Titles and Social Chieftaincy Titles.66 
The Rank Titles were reserved for the 
Inyenchen—the oldest men—and include the 
Iyasere, Isogban and Olihen from Alidogun 
village, the Ero from Oyoko village, the 
Idohen from Imiele village and the Ozomor 
from Alizomor village.67 Some of the Ihiame 
Titles included the Uwangue from Ogbe-
Ohunlor and the Eribo from Ogbe-Idihon.68 
Concerning the Social Chieftaincy Titles, the 
ones of particular interest are the Obaseki and 
Ologboshere from Okpe village.69 The 
following descriptions of Ẹdo titles are 
derived from some of Jacob Egharevba’s 
books on Benin.  

 
64 Don C. Ohadike, Anioma: A Social History of the 
Western Igbo People (Athens: Ohio University Press, 
1994), 74.75. 
65 Ikenna Nzimiro, Studies in Ibo Political Systems: 
Chieftaincy and Politics in Four Niger States, 7-8. 
66 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom 
(Agbor, Delta State: Krisbec Publications, 2002), 107. 
67 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
107. 
68 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
108. 

Almost all of the Rank Titles in 
Abavo correspond to one of the titles of 
members in the Uzama Nihinrọn, Benin’s 
version of the African Royal Council. This 
council was created by Ọba Ẹwẹka and was 
originally comprised of the Oliha, Ẹdohẹn, 
Ezọmọ, Ẹro, Ehọlọ n’Ire and Ọlọtọn, 
although the Edaikẹn was added to their rank 
during the reign of Ọba Ẹwuare.70 Thus, the 
Olihen of Abavo corresponds to the Oliha of 
Benin, the Ero of Abavo corresponds to the 
Ẹro of Benin, the Idohen corresponds to the 
Ẹdohẹn, and the Ozomor corresponds to the 
Ezọmọ. It is also worth noting that 
Onyekpeze said that Abavo’s version of the 
African Royal Council is known as the 
Ndichen-Awu, and that it’s led by the Olihen, 
just as the Oliha leads the Uzama Nihinrọn.71 
Jacob Egharevba did not write about the 
responsibilities of every member of the 
Uzama Nihinrọn, but he did say that the Oliha 
is their leader and the officer responsible for 
installing the Ọba,72 and that the Ezọmọ, after 
the Iyasẹ, was the second highest-ranking 
military general in Benin.73 Moreover, the 
Abavo title Iyasere corresponds to the Ẹdo 
title Iyasẹ, which was created by Ọba Ẹwẹdọ 
(r. ca. 1255–1280)74 and served as the leading 
member of the Ẹghaẹvbo n’Ore (Town 
Chiefs) as a council organized by Ọba 
Ẹwuare;75 his role was to be the 
“commander-in-chief of the warriors.”76 
Lastly, the Abavo title Isogban corresponds 
with the Ẹdo title Esọgban, also created by 

69 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
109. 
70 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 9. 
71 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
23. 
72 Jacob U. Egharevba, Bini Titles (Benin City: n.p., 
1956), 7. 
73 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 80. 
74 Jacob U. Egharevba, Bini Titles (Benin City: n.p., 
1956), 7. 
75 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 17. 
76 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 80. 
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Ọba Ẹwẹdọ77 as a member of the Ẹghaẹvbo 
n’Ore.78  

Insofar as the Ihiame Titles are 
concerned, the title Uwangue is clearly 
derived from the Ẹdo title Uwanguẹ. 
Interestingly, Uwangue is the only title 
Ferdinand Onyekpeze described in any 
depth; the Uwangue serves as “head of all 
chiefs in Abavo,” represents the Obi in his 
absence, and “makes all important 
announcements in the clan.”79 In Benin, the 
institution of Uwanguẹ was created by Ọba 
Ẹwẹdọ to be “the Master of the Ọba’s 
Wardrobe,”80 and in time he, alongside the 
Eribo, came to be “in charge of European 
trade.”81 The Abavo title Eribo is, in like 
manner, clearly derived from the Ẹdo title 
Ẹribo, which was created by Ọba Ẹsigie.82 83 

Finally, looking at the Social 
Chieftaincy Titles, we see that the Abavo title 
Ologboshere is identical to the Ẹdo title 
Ologboshẹrẹ, which Ọba Akẹnzua (reign ca. 
1713–1735) created.84 Similarly, the Abavo 
title Obaseki is identical to the Ẹdo title 
Ọbasẹki, which Ọba Ovọnramwẹn Nọgbaisi 
(reign 1888–1897) created.85 86  

Now, let’s shift focus to the Abavo-
Benin connections Onyekpeze actively tried 
to highlight. Just as the Ọba of Benin carries 
the Ada and Eben swords, the Obi of Abavo 
carries the Ada and Ebere swords, and in the 
past, Obis received these swords “from the 
Obas of Benin as a mark of re-cognition and 

 
77 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 77. 
78 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 17. 
79 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
126, footnote 14. 
80 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 10. 
81 Jacob U. Egharevba, Benin Law and Custom (Benin 
City: n.p., 1949), 41. 
82 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 77. 
83 Jacob U. Egharevba, Bini Titles (Benin City: n.p., 
1956), 8. 
84 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 77. 
85 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 78. 
86 Jacob U. Egharevba, Bini Titles (Benin City: n.p., 
1956), 9. 

support and the Obis, in turn paid tributes to 
the Obas.”87 Additionally, the royal regalia of 
both the Ọba of Benin and the Obi of Abavo 
are comprised of “coral beads and neckleces 
(sic.) wrapping.”88 

Similarities also abound between the 
Abavo and Ẹdo spiritual systems, and 
Onyekpeze said that Abavo’s “cult worship is 
the predominant form of Benin religion. This 
worship of the dead kings and ancestors is 
practiced in both Kingdoms. Both kingdoms 
have identical funeral obsequies.”89 God is 
known among the Ẹdo as Osanobua or Osa,90 
91 and among the Ika He is known as Ose-
nobue or Chi-uku.92 Osanobua has a son 
named Olokun—venerated as the great god of 
the sea—whose veneration, according to 
Egharevba, was introduced by Ọba Ọhẹn (r. 
ca. 1334-1337).93 Among the Ika, Olokun “is 
the goddess of the sea and to most families in 
Abavo, it is believed to be very important as 
it epitomizes peace, happiness and 
fertility.”94 

Similarities between Abavo and 
Benin are also evidenced in festivals and 
ceremonies. One such festival is Iguẹ. The 
Iguẹ Festival was created by Ọba Ẹwuare to 
celebrate “his happy and prosperous marriage 
to Ẹwerẹ,” and its festivities included the 
sacrifice of “goats, cows, leopards and other 
victims and offering kolanuts and coconuts” 
to the Ọba’s head;95 it “usually takes place in 
November,” and the aforementioned 

87 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
23. 
88 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
23. 
89 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
24. 
90 Jacob U. Egharevba, Benin Law and Custom, 83. 
91 Rebecca N. Agheyisi, An Ẹdo-English Dictionary, 
113. 
92 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
150. 
93 Jacob U. Egharevba, Benin Law and Custom, 84. 
94 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
155. 
95 Jacob Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, 19. 
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sacrifices were made first by the Ọba, 
followed by princes and princesses, and then 
by the Ọba’s subjects.96 In Abavo, the Iguẹ 
Festival “has no fixed date” and “varies from 
December to January,” and unlike the Ẹdo, 
who originally celebrated it to honor the 
marriage of Ọba Ẹwuare Ẹwerẹ, Iguẹ among 
the Ika “was said to be originally associated 
with victory at the end of a tribal war in which 
those who survived marked such occasions 
with great joy and thanksgiving.”97 Its 
significance to the Ika rests on the fact that “it 
provides an opportunity for all the natives to 
invoke the spirits of their ancestors to visit 
death and disaster upon all the evildoers in 
the clan so that the clan would remain pure 
and peaceful for the ensuing year.”98  

All of this shows that if Igbo oral 
traditions are inconsistent about their place of 
origin, the Ẹdo origin of the Igbo kingdoms 
of Abavo, Aboh and Onitsha—or, at the very 
least, an Ẹdo cultural influence—is evident in 
political institutions, symbols of royal 
authority, similar divinities and in spiritual 
festivals. 

Conclusion 

An analysis of the government, oral 
traditions, spiritual systems and royal regalia 
of three kingdoms—the Ẹdo Kingdom of 
Auchi and the Igbo Kingdoms of Abavo, 
Aboh, and Onitsha—reveals that the Benin 
Empire played a significant role in shaping 
their identity. The Úró System of Governance 
has thus been substantiated through these 
four case studies. If the various Auchi 
communities do not agree on anything else 
concerning their early history, they are 
unified in their belief that their country was 
founded by an Ẹdo man named Uchi, who left 
Benin at some point in the past; although 

 
96 Jacob U. Egharevba, Benin Law and Custom (n.p.: 
1949), 87. 
97 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
263. 

Benin did not maintain a political stronghold 
over Auchi in the same way that it did over 
Abavo, Aboh and Onitsha, evidence of the 
Úró System of Governance is nevertheless 
manifested in the preservation of Ẹdo village 
titles and the existence of the Igbai-Ikpishai, 
which is most likely a derivation of the 
Uzama Nihinrọn, Benin’s version of the 
ancient African Royal Council.  

In the Igbo kingdoms of Abavo, Aboh 
and Onitsha, the Úró System of Governance 
is demonstrated in several ways. The Obis of 
these respective states all acknowledge 
ancestry from an Ọba of Benin, with the Obis 
Aboh and Onitsha claiming descent from 
Ọba Ọzọlua, while the Obi of Abavo lacks 
specificity on his Ẹdo ancestor’s identity. 
Consequently, the right-to-rule of all three 
Obis are customarily dependent upon the 
approval of the Ọba of Benin, just as the Ọba 
used to rely on the confirmation of the Oni of 
Ile-Ife. The Obis of Abavo, Aboh and 
Onitsha all carry a sword of state on the 
permission of the Ọba of Benin, just as the 
Ọba used to receive state regalia from the Oni 
of Ile-Ife, whose permission was also needed 
for the Alafin of Ọyọ and other Yoruba Ọbas 
to be invested with state swords. 

In a world of Diaspora wars and 
exceptionalism, the the Úró System of 
Governance shows that it is possible for 
shared ancestry to cancel out unnecessary 
emphasis on cultural differences. The 
concept and practice demonstrate that Pan-
Africanism is possible because early forms of 
it have already existed, in a way, in Classical 
Africa. 

 

 

98 F.A. Onyekpeze, Life & People of Abavo Kingdom, 
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