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Kolanut is a very important object in the  Social and Cultural lives of the Igbo.  It is therefore very 
highly regarded.  As a socio-cultural symbol of hospitality, it is used in welcoming guests, be it in 
private or in public celebrations and big gatherings, such as weddings, festivals or other social 
occasions.  There is a saying that goes: “Whether a deliberation will yield a good or a bad 
outcome, it has to be accorded its due Kolanut rites” (“Mà ókwú gà-àdị ́ḿmā, mà ọ̀ gà-àdị ́ńjọ̄, á 
gà-àtárá yā ọ̄jị”̄). Kolanut shows a gesture of friendship and good neighbourliness between or 
amongst people. A presentation of Kolanut is an indication that the recipient is held in high 
regard and is genuinely welcomed by the person or persons doing the presentation. No one 
offers Kolanuts to anyone whom they consider an enemy. 
  

In religious matters, Kolanut is at one level the Igbo equivalent of the Christian Holy Communion.  
Kolanut rites signify the communion not only between one man and his fellow human beings, but 
also between the Igbo man and his many Deities. There is a wise Igbo saying that when an elder 
holds up a Kolanut and clears his throat, the gods will lend their ears (Ókènyè jìdé ọ́jị,̄ kwácháá 
ākpịr̄ị,̄ ńdị ́ m̄mụ̄ọ̄ àghụ́cháá otị)̀.  Apart from the ancestors, the ancient Igbo believed in many 
lesser Deities which were usually seen as the intermediaries between man and his creator, hence 
it was important that each of these were invoked in the prayers and libations.  These 
intermediary Deities might include the Spirits that were believed to inhabit such natural abodes 
as the Sun (Ányánwụ̄), itself seen among many clans as the son of the High God of creation 
(Ẹńyánwụ̄ nwā Èzhèchítóókè); the Sky (Ígwé); the Land or Mother Earth (Àlà), the Hills (Úgwú); 
the Valleys (Ògwùgwù), the Springs and Rivers (Íyí); Sacred Trees, such the Iroko, or even man-
made creations which were then consecrated and given spiritual forces with the help of seasoned 
Oracular Priests, (Ńdị ́Díbịà̀ áká kārā ākā). 
 
On another level, Kolanut is also a prayer object, much like the Christian Chaplets.  To ask for 
favours and blessings from the gods and the ancestors, an Igbo man (or woman) wakes up in the 
morning, and as soon as he has washed his hands and mouth (to ensure purity), he would take a 
position by his front door, hold out a piece of Kolanut and, one by one, call on all the Deities that 
are important to him to come and partake of the Kolanut, beginning with the High God of 
creation, known in various Igbo dialects as Chíúkwú Ābịā̄àmà; Chíúkwú Òkìkè; Chínēkē Abịaàmà; 
Ézèchíúkwúòké Ābịā̄àmà, etc.  He would go on to name as many Deities and ancestors as he 
could call to mind at the time and make his pleas, usually in the form of a request for good 
health, long life, protection from all evil forces, protection from all known and unknown enemies 
and an increase in prosperity and procreation.  When he is done, he would pinch off bits of the 
Kolanut and throw into the early morning half-darkness for the benefit of the named Deities and 
then eat the rest. For such personal communion with the Deities, only one lobe of Kolanut is 
usually sufficient. After the early morning prayer with the Kolanut, he would then set off for his 
daily routines, fully confident that his prayers have been heard and will be granted in due course.   
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If there were any concerns at any point in his life as to whether the Deities were not taking any 
notice of his daily prayers, such as when he records low yields in the farms or experiences 
persistent losses in any commercial undertakings, or worse still, there were unexplained illnesses 
in the family, he would seek out the services of a professional diviner to determine what the 
causes might be.  If there was anything amiss, such as any minor offences he or any family 
members (dead or alive) might have committed without knowing, a formal propitiation would be 
prescribed, which he would then promptly see to if he was to remain in the good books of the 
Deities and ancestors. The size of the prescribed propitiation would normally depend on the 
gravity of the misdemeanour: a cock, a goat, a keg of palmwine, a plate of specially prepared 
meal, but none of these would matter without a Kolanut. 
 
Apart from private prayers such as the above, Kolanuts are also the first prayer objects in more 
elaborate sacrifices that may sometimes involve other individuals or even a wider community at 
the dedicated shrine of a named Deity.  Here, the Chief Priest of the Deity (known as Àtámà 
amongst the clans of the Nsukka cultural area) would in the same manner hold up a whole 
Kolanut before the shrine and make the supplication on behalf of the person or persons that 
have come with the prayer requests.  By the end of the prayer, the Kolanut is broken and shared 
out to all the persons present, but not before a piece or two have been set at the foot of the 
shrine for the Deities. Any other objects of sacrifice which the Deities may have demanded are 
then presented as prescribed. Some of these may be cooked food, from which the Chief Priest 
would duly offer a mosel or two to the gods and then pass back to the gathering for a formal 
communion.  If the ceremony involved animal sacrifices, the Chief Priest would slaughter these 
before the shrine, ensuring that a generous amount of the blood (and feathers if applicable) goes 
on the shrine as an appeasement for any offences that might have called for the sacrifices in the 
first place.  If any Deities felt neglected or offended in any ways, they would usually make their 
demands via the Chief Priests or through other private diviners as may have been consulted by 
the concerned individuals or groups. 
 
Kolanuts grow on trees and are harvested in pods but are usually eaten in lobes. There are two 
varieties of Kolanuts, known locally as Gwórò and Ọ́jị,́ with the latter seen as the ‘real 
Kolanut’ (Ézígbó Ọ́jị)̄.  The Gworo has only two lobes to it and is usually sweeter to the taste. 
Among the many ethnic groups of West Africa, the Yoruba are known for growing Kolanuts 
(especially the Gworo variety) in commercial quantities, while the Hausa Fulani are known for 
eating them for pleasure, but Ndị Igbo celebrate real Kolanuts in the manner already described 
above. Because they consider it such an important socio-cultural item, the Igbo would not 
normally eat Kolanuts just for the fun of it; they would first offer them in prayers and then bless 
them, even when they are meant for welcoming a guest.  That is why every such prayer begins by 
recognising that he who brings Kolanut brings life, and all who will partake of it will find life: 
(Ónyé wētārā ọ̄jị ̄wètàrà odụ̀). 
 
The Igbo variety of Kolanuts can yield up to ten seeds per pod and anything from three to five 
lobes per seed.  Each number of lobes has its cultural significance, which varies according to 
communities.  For example, Among the people of Akụ Diẹwa in the Nsukka cultural area of 
Igboland, a three-lobed Kolanut is dedicated to the ancestral masquerades (Ọ́jị ́ Ódò); a four-
lobed Kolanut signifies the four market days of the Igbo week (Áshwá náánọ̄, ógè náánọ̄), while a  
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five-lobed Kolanut is indicative of many countless blessings to come (Ọ́jị ́ úrù).   Here too, the 
amount of Kolanuts that can be presented for a celebration depends on who is involved.  For 
example, the famed Ọzọ Titled Societies are known for their entitlements to a presentation of 
nine Kolanuts in wooden bowls.  Anything less is considered a slight on their social standing and 
therefore not acceptable.  A Kolanut that has no lobes at all (Ọ́jị ́dārā ōdì) is considered a taboo 
and is carefully avoided by anybody of a sound mind.  Fortunately, these are usually very rare and 
remain the special preserve of Oracular Priests. 
 
Apart from prayers, there are important rites and observances that go with every presentation of 
Kolanuts, especially at gatherings.  Again, these may vary from clan to clan, for which the Igbo 
usually remind themselves that the firewood that obtains in a clan is always appropriate for the 
kind of cooking that they do: (Ńkụ́ dị ̄nā m̄bà nà-éghèrè ḿbà orí).  As a general rule, the person 
who presents the Kolanut, especially if he is an Elder, reserves the rights to bless the Kolanut 
after it has been shown round to everyone present. That is why they say in those moments: “The 
King’s Kolanut has returned to the King’s hands” (Ọ́jị ́Èzè dị ̀Ézè n’áká).  When the ‘King’ here is 
done with the prayers, the youngest man in the gathering is invited to do the honours of breaking 
and passing round the Kolanuts in order of seniority.  If there is a mix of people from different 
clans or village groups, Kolanuts are also passed in the order of seniority of those groups, and 
anyone representing each group, regardless of their own personal ages, would take Kolanuts on 
their behalf, possibly to take home to the Elders on whose behalf he has attended as a delegate. 
Which is why they say: “When a Kolanut reaches home, it would tell where it has travelled 
from” (Ọ́jị ́rúó ụ́lọ̀, ò kwúó ébé ó sìrì bịá́).  When the Kolanut has done its rounds, a piece of it is 
usually left in the bowl and returned to the host who presented it. It would be a grave error to 
hand him back an empty bowl. Similarly, the person who broke and shared the Kolanuts would 
keep an extra piece or even a whole seed for himself for doing the honours (Ẹḱá òkè).   
 
If there are any non-Igbo visitors present, appropriate courtesies are also extended to them, even 
as they would not normally lay a claim to a share of the Kolanuts.  It is here that everyone is 
reminded that the Kolanut does not speak or understand any other languages except Igbo, and as 
such, it is not expected that anyone should be offended by the fact that all the Kolanut rites and 
ceremonies are conducted in the Igbo language (Ọ́jị ́ádịḡhị ̄ànụ́ Bèkéè).      
 
For reasons which can only be attributed to male chauvinism, women are not usually shown 
Kolanuts as individuals in a gathering, although one may be offered to them as a collective group 
(Ọ́jị ́Ńdíòmù; Ọ́jị ́Ụ́mụ̄ada, etc), even if there was only one of them present.  This is no doubt an 
acknowledgement that as a group, women can be a powerful force to reckon with in Igbo 
tradition. What is not clear is the fact that ordinarily, the business of keeping and preserving 
Kolanuts for social and economic reasons is actually that of the woman, and a man hosting his 
guests would normally rely on his wife for a bowl of Kolanuts to present to his visitors; yet as 
individuals, they are sidelined in the protocols associated with Kolanuts in public.  Some ironies of 
our lives! 
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