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ABSTRACT

Today, westernisation has significantly influenced many traditional African institutions,
transforming African values. Consequently, this paper analyses how this development has
impacted the Igbo traditional marriage institutions. Drawing on theories of cultural
imperialism, it contends that westernisation has had both positive and negative impacts on Igbo
traditional marriage. On the positive side, it asserts that Western influences have shaped and
enriched Igbo marriage customs, creating a distinctive and evolving tradition that continues to
inspire pride and reinforce community identity. Conversely, it attributes westernisation with the
introduction of certain elements that threaten the integrity of traditional marriage, leading to
notable cultural erosion of traditional marriage values, particularly among the youth. The paper
concludes that although it is important to incorporate beneficial aspects of Western culture into
Igbo traditional marriage, careful consideration is necessary to ensure that such integration does
not undermine these traditional values. Consequently, it recommends, among other measures,
raising awareness among young people through academic institutions and social platforms
regarding the significance of preserving respectful Igbo traditional marriage institutions, while
responsibly integrating cultural values from other societies—thus aligning with the benefits of

globalisation and scientific advancement.

KEYWORDS: Colonisation; Igbo Culture; Paradigm Shift; Traditional Marriage;

Westernisation.

INTRODUCTION

Westernisation, the acceptance and replacement of one’s values and cultures with those of the
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West, has dominated the world from the colonial era to the present, driven by artificial
intelligence. It has caused significant paradigm shifts in the lives of communities and
institutions that have adopted and adapted to it. These shifts are felt across educational,
political, economic, linguistic, technological, and cultural domains. To some scholars, this
paradigm shift has brought many positive changes, such as an emphasis on mutual consent and
the granting of legal rights to prospective couples (Nwoko, 2020; Okoye & Ugwu, 2024;
Onyibor, 2025). Others conceive the shift as disruptive of traditional institutions (Basden, 1921;
Green, 1947; Uchendu, 1965; Isichei, 1976).

Some scholars have also argued that, in addition to westernisation, other factors have
contributed to the paradigm shift described above (Nwoko, 2020). Some of these scholars
identified missionaries as one such factor, viewing them as agents and a Christian extension of
colonisation (Ayandele, 1966; Kalu, 1977). Subsequently, Oduro (2008) accused them of
introducing Christianity intertwined with Western culture. Nwaoha and Njoku (2020) depicted
them as pioneers of colonialism. Ndille (2019) described them as precursors to colonialism,
among others. These critics based their arguments on several factors, including some
missionaries' disparaging descriptions of Africans as fetish, pagans, uncivilised, barbaric,
cannibals, illogical, and incapable of self-governance. Thus, for the above scholars, missionary
activities were an extension of cultural imperialism, a theory developed by Herb Schiller in
1973 that asserts that Western nations dominate the media worldwide, exerting significant
influence on third-world cultures by imposing Western values and eroding their native

traditions.

Some scholars have also defended the efforts of missionaries, arguing they made valuable
contributions to Africa's development. For example, Tippett (1987) viewed the shortcomings
of missionaries as mistakes caused by a lack of anthropological training and genuine zeal for
the Lord. Whiteman (2012) considered their failure to be a mistake caused by insufficient
crosscultural knowledge and sensitivity. Accordingly, these scholars contend that missionaries
played a role in liberating Africa from the influence of brutal cultural practices, as exemplified
in Igboland. Prior to the arrival of missionaries, certain customs such as the killing of twins,
the Osu caste system, the dehumanisation of widows, the depersonalisation of women, ritual
killing, cannibalism, and others were practised in some areas of Igboland. However, through

the efforts of missionaries, these detrimental practices were ultimately diminished.
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Based on the discussion above, it is important to recognise that efforts have been made to
examine the influence of westernisation on Igbo traditional values (Nwoko, 2020; Okoye &
Ugwu, 2024; Onyibor, 2025). However, a significant area that remains largely underexplored
is the impact of westernisation on the concept and process of the Igbo traditional marriage
institution in the digital era. To facilitate a comprehensive analysis of the knowledge gap
outlined above, it is imperative first to define the key concepts necessary for its thorough
understanding. Consequently, a clear understanding of the meanings of westernisation and Igbo

traditional marriage is of utmost importance.

Conceptual Clarification Westernisation

The term westernisation was first introduced by Mysore Narasimhachar Srinivas, an Indian
sociologist and anthropologist known for his theories on caste and social change. Srinivas
(1966) used the term to describe the socio-cultural transformations India experienced after 150
years of British colonisation. These changes included technological advances, shifts in
institutions, alterations in ideology, and modifications in values. Additionally, Srinivas
identified three dimensions of westernisation: primary, tertiary, and secondary. The primary
dimension involves changes in Indian culture and traditions directly resulting from Western
influence on the middle class involved in commerce, professional groups, the emerging literary
tradition, and social reformers. The secondary dimension refers to indirect westernisation,
driven by individuals and institutions with direct contact with Western culture. The tertiary
dimension describes a stage in which westernisation becomes deeply rooted in Indian society,

becoming a normative part of everyday life.

While Srinivas (1966) concentrated on Indian society, scholars such as Bozkurt (2012) and
Hafez & Griine (2015) broadened the scope of westernisation beyond India. Bozkurt (2012)
characterised it as a process of social change whereby societies adopt the customs and practices
associated with Western civilisation. Similarly, Hafez and Griine (2015) described it as the
formative influence of Western powers on political, economic, social, and cultural conditions
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. It implies that westernisation is an attempt to inculcate
Western ideas and values into non-Western cultures as a subtle demonstration of cultural
superiority. What this means is that, even though at the surface the goal of westernisation may
be shrouded in other apparent noble reasons, the true intention is to attain dominance through

the projection of cultural imperialism.
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Moyo (2024) highlights westernisation by exploring how the modern empire has changed and
the importance of cultural policy as a key political tool for managing postcolonial Africa.
Specifically, it elucidates the process of cultural recolonisation of Africa through what it
describes as imperial institutions and mechanisms such as the General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade (GATT), the World Trade Organisation (WTO), and the General Agreement on Trade
Services (GATS), which, according to it, constitute the colonial matrix underpinning a
capitalist, free-market, global neoliberal cultural framework. The author argues that this
framework amplifies Western cultural influence through new forms of cultural imperialism,
thereby reducing postcolonial states' ability to develop independent cultural policies that
protect the cultural freedoms of their citizens within their borders. However, while some
organisations may, in certain ways, promote westernisation, it is wrong to claim that

westernisation is their main goal.

Bamberger et al. (2026) redirected attention from Western dominance towards emerging
realities in non-Western nations, thereby establishing a multipolar order as these nations
actively endeavour to exert regional influence. The implication is that this new order now
constitutes a challenge to the previous order, which regarded other nations as passive recipients

of westernised cultural values.

Ojomah (2026) discussed and analysed the negative impact of globalisation, primarily through
cultural imperialism. The paper addressed the problem of the high rate of cultural values in
developing countries being rendered impotent by the homogenisation of Western cultures,
based on the erroneous perception of westernisation or Americanisation as the ideal in the
globalised world. Instead, the paper argued for cultural synergy in place of cultural imperialism,

insisting that the globalised world is meant for all cultures, a basic tenet of cultural synergy.

It is important to note that westernisation is frequently mistaken for modernisation, but the two
are distinct. Westernisation refers to the adoption of Western cultural values and ideas, while
modernisation involves transforming a traditional society into one marked by technological
advances, education, and essential services. Consequently, although westernisation emphasises
adopting a Western-oriented lifestyle, which may lead to cultural imperialism, modernisation
advocates national development without altering the fundamental culture of the society
involved. Therefore, modernisation manifests through societal transformations in education,
the economy, information and communications technology, governance, urban and industrial

development, as well as social change.
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It is also essential to distinguish between westernisation and globalisation. As previously noted,
while westernisation emphasises the internalisation of Western culture by a particular society—
utilised to replace its own cultural identity—globalisation underscores the growing
interconnectedness of cultures worldwide. Consequently, globalisation is a process through
which a society attains global influence in culture, economics, technology, politics, and
interactions. This process encourages cultural exchange, economic integration, political
cooperation, technological connectivity, and human mobility. Moreover, Giddens (1990)
described it as the intensification of worldwide social relations that connect distant localities
so that local events are influenced by happenings far away, and vice versa. Similarly, Held et
al. (1999) initially characterised it as the widening, deepening, and accelerating of worldwide
interconnectedness among people, institutions, and nations. Later, he described it as a process
(or set of processes) that involves a transformation in the spatial organisation of social relations
and transactions—assessed in terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity, and impact—
producing transcontinental or interregional flows and networks of activity, interaction, and the
exercise of power. Therefore, it is imperative to recognise that, although globalisation may
occasionally result in cultural erosion, this is an anomaly within the concept rather than its
essence. Conversely, the main objective of westernisation is to promote cultural erosion within
the recipient culture and to advance Western culture. Consequently, while modernisation and
globalisation might tend towards westernisation, westernisation fundamentally tends towards

cultural imperialism.

Igbo Traditional Marriage

The term marriage is derived from the Latin maritatus, the past participle of maritare, meaning
to wed, marry, or give in marriage. In Igbo, it is called alum-di-na-nwunye, which signifies the
union of a man and a woman as husband and wife. Accordingly, Igbo traditional marriage
strictly consolidates the union between the man and woman as spouses. Chukwuokolo (2020)
emphasised that this practice extends beyond the individual couple to encompass the relatives
(Umunna) from both families involved. Therefore, a wife is married not only to her husband
but also to the entire kindred, and the same principle applies to a man. In this regard, Ogbalu
(1981, p.14) stated that "ilu nwanyi bu ijiko ezi na ulo abua ka ha buru otu" (marriage is the
joining of two families to become one — translation mine). Consequently, a wife is designated
as nwunye anyi (our wife) in the generic sense and not with respect to procreation; this aspect
is reserved exclusively for the couple. Also, a husband is referred to as ogo anyi (our in-law).

Similarly, the two communities now regard each other as ndi ogo anyi (our in-laws),
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demonstrating that "marriage is a socio-communal rather than an individual affair"
(Quarcoopome, 1987, p.121). Thus, Mbiti (1969) described marriage as the centre of existence,
a nexus for all community members: the departed, the living, and those yet unborn.
Furthermore, he depicted it as a convergence point for all dimensions of time and a platform
for the repetition, renewal, and revitalisation of the entire historical narrative, involving

everyone as actors or actresses, not merely as spectators.

To some extent, the above interpretation of marriage aligns with the Christian perspective on
marriage, particularly that of the Catholic Church, which characterises marriage as a "lifelong,
indissoluble union between one man and one woman" (David, 1993, p. 905). Both Igbo
tradition and the Church recognise that marriage involves a union between opposite sexes: male
and female. They also support the idea that marriage is meant to last forever. However, they
have different opinions about the nature of marriage. For example, while Christian marriage is
strictly monogamous, Igbo customary marriage goes beyond this to include polygamy.
Nnaemedo (2020) also referenced other forms of marriage that, although prevalent among
many communities in Igboland, are now gradually being discontinued, notably marriage
between two women (woman-woman marriage) and marriage on behalf of a deceased,
described by Agbo (2016) as a posthumous marriage. Nnaemedo (2020) clarified that
womanwoman marriage should not be conflated with lesbianism, as the conjugal act is carried
out by any man chosen by either the husband-wife or the woman-wife. Moreover, the rationale
for woman-woman marriage is rooted in procreation. It is crucial to emphasise that Nnaemedo
(2020) discusses these two forms of marriage as part of the cultural practices negatively

affecting women in Southeast Nigeria.

It 1s important to note that in Igbo tradition, the marriageable age is when the two individuals
concerned reach puberty. However, the marriage process does not always start at that age;
puberty is the age for marriage consummation (Quarcoopome, 1987). That is why infant
marriage was not regarded as marriage until it was consummated at puberty. The families of
the prospective couple enter this stage of marriage with the hope that, as they grow up, they
will marry each other. Nevertheless, a member of the couple is free to make their own choices
as they mature; only the gifts each side exchanges to maintain the possible union must be

repaid.

Process of Igbo Traditional Marriage

Igbo traditional marriage is a process; there is a fact-finding mission before contracting
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marriage. Ogbalu (1981) explains that first, the man proposing to marry shows his intention to
his parents, then to his friends. With the duo's consent, the search for a wife starts. When they
find one, they get the girl's consent, and if it is positive, they proceed to inquire about her
family. At this stage, the inquiry goes both ways: as the man asks about the girl, so does the girl
ask about him. After this, other steps follow. This process varies across Igboland. For example,
in the oral interview conducted by Nwoko (2020) with Abarodo on Owerre-Igbo traditional
marriage, five stages are identified: ipa mmii ajuju uzo (seeking direction), iku aka n'uzo
(knocking at the door), ipa mmii shi ehu na mmii nkalezi (confirmation of the proposal), ipa

ngwa efere (presenting items of the plate), and ipa mmii ukwu (presentation of the big wine).

End of Igbo Traditional Marriage

The primary purpose of marriage in Igbo tradition is procreation (Orji, 2018; Izekwe, 2015;
Ogoma, 2014). Procreation signifies a blessed and prosperous union, as reflected in some Igbo
names for children, such as Ngozi (blessing), Obialom (my heart has returned - meaning my
heart is relieved), Oguguom (my consoler) and Agilam (I have been recognised). In contrast, a
childless marriage is often regarded as unfortunate, a curse, and may lead to either polygamy
or divorce. Unlike traditional Igbo marriage, Christian marriage, particularly within the
Catholic Church, does not see childlessness as a curse but considers everything within God's
omniscient will. Essentially, it views marriage as a union between man and woman for mutual
benefit, procreation, and the upbringing of children (C.105, section 1; CCC 1601). Therefore,
when a marriage does not produce children, Christian principles do not support polygamy or
consulting native doctors to discover the cause. Engaging in such practices is regarded as
contrary to Christian teachings and is disapproved.

However, it is crucial to observe that in Igbo customs, marriage serves multiple roles beyond
childbearing. For instance, it promotes the well-being of spouses, especially when a man
remarries after his wife's death. It also acts as a display of wealth, especially in polygamous
marriages. Besides, it facilitates labour acquisition. The above instances of multiple ends of
traditional Igbo marriage show that Igbo traditional marriage is not solely about having children
but also about mutual benefits. This is glaringly seen in the case of older men who lose their

wives and remarry for companionship rather than just for procreation.

Conceptual shift in the Igbo traditional marriage
Conceptually, westernisation has instigated a paradigm shift in the Igbo traditional marriage

institution in two primary aspects: a transformation in the nature and process of marriage.
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Shift in understanding the nature of traditional marriage.

Westernisation has resulted in a notable transformation in the definition of Igbo traditional
marriage. This is especially clear in the shift from the Igbo concept of marriage—encompassing
both monogamy and polygamy—to the Western ideal of monogamy. Before Western influence
on Igbo traditional marriage, polygamy was widely practised in Igboland. It served as a sign of
a man's wealth, showing his ability to support multiple dependents—considered a symbol of
prosperity at the time. Additionally, it reflected a man’s strength, as his wives and children were
a crucial labour force involved in farming and household chores. This focus on strength reflects
the Igbo principle of igwebuike, which literally means 'number is strength' or 'number is power'
(Kanu, 2017, 2020; Nnaemedo, 2026). More than its literal sense, igwebuike also represents
the idea of ofu obi (one heart and one soul) — cor unum et anima una (Kanu, 2020, 2025). So,
the availability of children through polygamous marriage not only gives support to the father
of the household, but people fear such families, especially when they are united in carrying out

any task, which is when they operate with one heart.

Additionally, children form a security barrier around a man, acting as a ready army at his
command. Furthermore, they have a democratic influence, playing a significant role in
decision-making within the Umunna circle, especially when decisions are based on majority
votes, given the Igbo concept of ohakarasi or ohacracy, a participatory government system
founded on communal consensus, dialogic reasoning, and rotating leadership (Ndubisi et al.,
2025; Chimakonam, 2014; Iroegbu, 1997; Okafor, 1992; Njaka, 1974). Of course, consensus
here does not mean everyone agrees on the issue, but rather a situation in which a sufficient
number agree on a decision, so that dissenting opinions are fairly insignificant and, therefore,

unjustifiable.

It is essential to recognise that the shift from polygamy to monogamy was not solely due to
Western influence; missionaries also played a crucial role, emphasising monogamy as the
acceptable norm established by divine authority for humanity (Genesis 2:24; Matthew 19:4-6).
Economic crises are another factor currently promoting polygamy, as modern society has
recognised that the main focus should not be on bearing many offspring, but rather on ensuring
they are raised properly. As a result, the criteria defining a family's strength are now being
reassessed. It is no longer the number of children born into a large family, but rather each
family's capacity to effectively nurture its children and instil values conducive to a productive

adult life.
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Shift in the process of marriage.

It is essential to acknowledge that westernisation has induced a significant paradigm shift in
the traditional Igbo marriage system. One notable change is the contemporary practice of not
requiring parental consent prior to marriage. Currently, as a result of this change, some
prospective couples believe that mutual consent between the individuals is sufficient and that
approval from their parents and kin (umunna) is unnecessary. Although the emphasis on the
couple's consent remains important, it does not lessen the significance of parental and umunna
(kindred) involvement in the marriage process. Admittedly, their approval is not as
indispensable as that of the couple, yet it continues to serve to fortify the marital union. Such
involvement helps reaffirm the commitment of both parents and umunna (kindreds) to ensuring
the success of the marriage. It also reflects the sincere interest of both parties in entering into

matrimony (Nwabude, 2022).

Besides, there is a shift in how consent is given. For instance, traditionally, a man does not
kneel. Previously, in some parts of Igboland, a man would ask a woman’s father for her hand
in marriage rather than approach her directly. Conversely, a woman would kneel respectfully
to express her affection and publicly affirm her acceptance of a man as her husband by offering
him wine during the traditional marriage ceremony. Nowadays, however, kneeling has become
a common gesture for all men to demonstrate their love and dedication when proposing

marriage to their prospective wives.

There is also a shift in the venue for traditional marriage rites. Today, influenced by
westernisation, traditional marriage rites, which were previously performed in the prospective
wife's village, can now be carried out in the city. Proponents of this Western-influenced
approach to marriage practices base their rationale on a cosmopolitan worldview. Therefore,
they argue that all traditional marriage rites can be performed under the principle of ala bu otu
(land is one), implying that there is no difference between performing marriage rites in the

village and doing so in the cities.

Besides the alteration in the consent requirement for marriage, there has also been a change in
what constitutes the completion of traditional marriage rites. Historically, in many Igbo
communities, paying the bride price marked the completion of marriage rites. Today, influenced
by westernisation, an extra requirement for a court wedding has developed, marking a shift
from the core Igbo traditional marriage practices. It is important to recognise that this court

marriage has benefits, such as protecting women's rights and privileges in divorce, unlike Igbo
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traditional marriage, where a woman loses access to her husband's property on divorce. This
indicates that westernisation brings some positive values. Consequently, it is crucial to
incorporate these beneficial aspects into Igbo traditional marriage customs through
inculturation (Oguejiofo & Enweonwu, 2022; Duncan, 2014; Yung, 2014). Inculturation
involves blending the beneficial elements of Western culture into Igbo traditional marriage

practices, improving those that need improvement, and rejecting practices beyond reform.

CONCLUSION

Westernisation has brought about a significant change in the nature and methods of the Igbo
traditional marriage system. It has shifted from a structure that allowed both monogamy and
polygamy to one that prefers monogamy. As a result, a man’s social status is no longer mainly
judged by the number of wives and children he has, but by his ability to raise children who are
beneficial to himself and society. Furthermore, it has modified the criteria defining the process
of Igbo traditional marriage, particularly concerning the act of giving consent and the location
where traditional marriage rites are performed. Presently, some Igbo youths assert that these
rites may be conducted anywhere, reflecting a more cosmopolitan outlook on society. As a
result, contemporary Igbo traditional marriage has relinquished, and continues to relinquish,
certain distinctive characteristics. This paper argues that while westernisation introduces some
positive values to Igbo traditional marriage, its negative influences surpass these benefits, as
they threaten the core and foundation of the Igbo matrimonial system. It concludes that
although Igbo traditional marriage should evolve and incorporate hybrid elements, such
changes must not compromise its essence. Change is an inevitable aspect of all transient
phenomena. Heraclitus asserts that all things are in constant flux. Similarly, every traditional
marriage is susceptible to change and refinement. However, such modifications should be
limited to superficial aspects unless a practice is unlawful or endangers fundamental human
rights. In such cases, it is crucial to abolish these harmful traditional practices and replace them
with better alternatives. This approach ensures the ongoing improvement and preservation of

Igbo traditional customs.
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