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Abstract 
Scholarly habit has long naturalized the claim that philosophy and political thought are products of Grecian soil, 

yet recent archaeological and intellectual recoveries compel a more careful judgment. Although Greek thinkers 

contemplated forms of popular rule long before the emergence of the United States, many still credit Abraham 

Lincoln with defining democracy as government “of the people, by the people, for the people.” This paper offers 

a concise examination of the democratic traditions of the Igbo people of southeastern Nigeria—an indigenous 

model of political participation whose features prefigure the modern ideal of universal adult suffrage. Drawing 

upon ethnographic, historical, and philosophical evidence, the study argues that precolonial Igbo polity rested 

on ontological egalitarianism, moral consensus, and inclusive participation. It further demonstrates how colonial 

and postcolonial ruptures have occluded this heritage, and contends that a philosophical retrieval of Igbo 

democratic thought can enrich global democratic theory. In short, the paper suggests that universal adult 

suffrage—often framed as a Western innovation—finds one of its earliest and most sustained embodiments in the 

sociopolitical order of the Igbo. 
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I. Introduction 
Democracy—etymologically the rule of the people—enjoys universal acclaim as the most legitimate 

form of government because it rests on the moral judgment that power ultimately belongs to the people and that 

each adult holds an equal claim to political participation. The dominant Western narrative presents the expansion 

of suffrage—from elite males to the broader citizenry—as a linear advance of civilization. Yet long before that 

narrative unfolded, the Igbo of southeastern Nigeria practised forms of indigenous governance that embodied the 

very essence of universal adult participation. The political institutions, leadership models, and social practices of 

the Igbo people have, traditionally and culturally, revolved around a democratic foundation that predates modern 

electoral regimes. 

 

Igbo Democracy 

Igbo democracy—summarised by the term ohakarasi (what the people say)—transcends mere electoral 

mechanics. It is lived in the quotidian interactions that bind family, kindred, village, and town. As an ethos, it 

constitutes a moral order grounded in equality, deliberation, and legitimacy that issues from the people 

themselves. Universal adult suffrage expresses these same ideals: that every adult has an equal voice in 

determining collective outcomes. Whereas Western inclusion emerged through a gradual process, Igbo political 

life began from an ethic of inclusion and sustained it through communal norms at every stratum of social life. 

 

Background of Igbo Political Organization 

It is no small claim to suggest that the Igbo nation was not colonised in the simple, unitary sense often 

assumed. The Igbo encountered the British; they were not subsumed by a single monolithic colonial polity. Prior 

to contact, Igbo society was notably decentralised and egalitarian: each village-group functioned as a small 

republic in which authority was horizontally distributed. Within families, parental authority governed the young, 

but when children came of age their input commanded respect and influenced household decisions. At the kindred 

level, elders met at the Obi—the ancestral precinct associated with primogeniture—to deliberate serious family 

http://www.iosrjournals.org/


Igbo Democracy: The Foundation For Universal Adult Suffrage. 

DOI: 10.9790/0837-3102045355                               www.iosrjournals.org                                                54 |Page 

matters, settle disputes, and negotiate sanctions. Crucially, no single individual enjoyed the status of sole decision-

maker: family and kindred rulings could be appealed to the village assembly. 

At the village level, councils of elders, age grades, and women’s assemblies all played constitutive roles 

in decision-making. The village square (Ama) functioned simultaneously as parliament and court, granting every 

adult the right to speak and to participate in collective adjudication. Although village judgments were binding, 

they could be appealed at the town level. In all these arrangements the legislative, executive, and judicial functions 

of governance were people-centred—an indigenous architecture in which the democratic ethos of the Igbo 

manifests plainly. 

 

Democratic Ethos of Igbo Society 

Four interlocking values sustained Igbo democracy: egalitarianism, consensus, accountability, and 

participation. The Igbo maxim mmadụ bụ chi ị̀be ya—“each person is the god of another”—articulates a notion 

of mutual personhood and equality. Decisions were ordinarily reached by consensus, a procedure oriented toward 

social harmony; public officers were accountable through communal sanctions and, where necessary, public 

disgrace. The complementary maxim mmadụ abụghị chi ị̀be ya—“a person is not the god of another”—

underscores that no individual, however wealthy or influential, may lord it over another. This is why equality 

before customary law was a pervasive principle. Those entrusted with communal responsibilities were understood 

to be guardians of public trust: failures were met not with private reproach alone but with forms of communal 

censure. The democratic ethos also expressed itself in cooperative development—building schools, markets, and 

workshops—and in communal schemes of scholarship that aided deserving but indigent students. 

 

The Role of Women in Igbo Democracy 

Women occupy an honoured and indispensable place in Igbo political life. While women in many parts 

of the world have struggled for recognition and inclusion, Igbo women historically have possessed structured 

institutional channels of influence at the family, kindred, village, and town levels. Institutions such as Umuada, 

Umuokpu, and ndi inyom (including Alutaradi) constitute distinct women’s bodies that exercise regulatory, 

adjudicative, and developmental powers. These women’s associations manage markets, mediate disputes, and 

possess the capacity to mobilise collective protest. The 1929 Aba Women’s Revolt remains a paradigmatic 

instance of women’s defence of indigenous democratic rights in the face of colonial distortion. Far from operating 

in a separate or antagonistic sphere, women’s governance complemented male institutions and together produced 

a harmonious and progressive civic order. 

 

Igbo Democracy and Western Liberalism 

Igbo democratic practice and Western liberalism share a commitment to popular sovereignty, but they 

diverge sharply in method and form. The Igbo model is fundamentally consensus-driven, privileging dialogue 

and communal reasoning; Western democratic practice is more often adversarial and majority-based. Igbo civic 

processes are not driven by the commercialised expenditures that characterise modern electoral contests; they are 

rooted in communal tradition rather than in costly advertorial politics. The possibility that Western systems might 

elevate candidates of dubious character is attenuated in Igbo settings where personal knowledge and community 

reputation play a central vetting role. Legal technicalities that sometimes free culprits within Western judiciaries 

are less available within customary adjudication, and whereas formal executives might resort to police powers to 

enforce decisions, Igbo processes typically rely on persuasion, dialogue, and consensus to render wrongdoing 

impotent. 

 

Colonial Disruption and the Crisis of Indigenous Democracy 

Colonial intervention—most notably the imposition of the Warrant Chief system—disrupted Igbo 

democratic practices by superimposing hierarchical authority upon a fundamentally egalitarian order. The 

consequences were profound and precipitated popular resistance, of which the Aba Women’s Revolt is the most 

celebrated example. Although postcolonial Nigeria inherited centralised political institutions at odds with Igbo 

traditions, the foundational practices of Igbo democracy endured. The imposition of warrant chiefs did not erase 

the egalitarian and consensual character of Igbo life: regardless of a warrant chief’s rank, his decisions lacked 

binding force unless they resonated with the communal will or the judgment of his cabinet. The aphorism Igbo 

enwe eze—“the Igbo have no king”—expresses a deep cultural refusal to accept imposed lordship. 

 

Igbo Democracy as a Foundation for Universal Suffrage 

Igbo democratic practice offers ontological, moral, and practical grounds for universal suffrage. It 

affirms human equality (the notion of chi onye), cultivates deliberative reason, and recognizes collective 

sovereignty. Leaders are conceived as accountable servants rather than sovereign masters—a distinction of critical 

relevance to democratic renewal across contemporary Africa. The absence of institutionalised lordship and the 
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pervasiveness of collective responsibility at multiple levels of governance underline the practical correspondence 

between Igbo practice and universal adult participation. Modern African polities might draw upon this 

participatory heritage—through community assemblies, moral accountability, and dialogical governance—to 

strengthen legitimacy. Embedding such values within civic education could reconnect postcolonial democratic 

practice to its indigenous roots and guard against foreign interventions that distort popular agency. 

 

II. Conclusion 
Igbo democracy stands among humanity’s earliest and most coherent experiments in universal adult 

participation. Its certainties—equality, consensus, and accountability—mirror the moral foundations of universal 

suffrage. Taken together, the ontological and moral features of Igbo political life demonstrate that democracy, far 

from being an exclusively Western export, is also indigenous to the Igbo of southeastern Nigeria. Acknowledging 

this heritage challenges the assumption that democracy is solely a Western gift and reframes it as a shared human 

achievement. 
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