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Abstract
The study investigated the sociocultural factors influencing the perception of Osu 
caste system among rural households in Imo State, Nigeria. Purposive and random 
sampling techniques were used to select 165 respondents. Data were collected with 
a structured questionnaire and analyzed using both descriptive and inferential 
statistics (regression). The major results showed general low level (grand x=2.09) of 
involvement in local leadership. The result of Tobit regression estimate showed that 
tradition/custom at 1%, norm at 1%, age at 5%, education at 1%, occupation at 1%, 
cosmopoliteness at 1%, community leadership at 1%, income at 1% and 
membership to community development organizations at 1% significantly 
influenced respondents' perception of Osu caste system. The study concluded that 
sociocultural factors influenced the perception of Osu caste discrimination in the 
study area. The study therefore recommend that sensitization, research, awareness 
campaigns, conferences and public debate should be organized by Igbo leaders to 
educate people on the effects of Osu caste system on the unity, peace and 
development of Igbo land.
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Introduction 

Caste is descent-based and hereditary in nature. It is a characteristic 

determined by one's birth into a particular family, irrespective of the faith practiced 

by the individual (Asouzu, 2007). According to Onwubuariri (2014), caste denotes a 

system of rigid social stratification into ranked groups defined by descent and 

occupation. Under various caste systems throughout the world, caste divisions 

dominate in housing, marriage, leadership, development and general social 

interaction—divisions that are reinforced through the practice and threat of social 

ostracism, economic boycotts, and even physical violence (Human Rights Watch 

for the United Nations, 2001).
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Igbo nation, like every other nation in the world, Africa as well as Nigeria has 

certain traditions, customs, cultures, beliefs and worldviews, which constitute their 

dos and don'ts.  By the late 20th Century, the Osu caste system was an obnoxious 

practice among the Igbos in south east Nigeria which has refused to go away despite 

the impact of Christianity, education and civilization, and the human rights culture 

(Uduigwomen, 2005). Though majority of the Igbos are Christians, some of them 

practice the indigenous traditional religion whose major tenets are shared by all 

Igbo speaking people of Nigeria. Most of these traditions are handed over to them 

from one generation to the other from their forefathers. The violation to these 

beliefs and traditions are seen by most of them as a great abomination (Aru). Thus, 

they give a strict adherence to the laws even when they are no longer obtainable in a 

given epoch like in this contemporary era when and where scientific inventions, 

globalization, civilization and so on have become the order of the day (Uduigwomen, 

2005). Among these obnoxious, outrageous and devastating traditions and belief in 

Igbo land is the 'Osu Caste System' which has in different places both in the past and 

present become an atom of disunity, humiliation, infringements, isolations, etc in the 

places where they are practiced (Dike, 2014).

A person is perceived a member of the caste into which he or she is born and 

remains within that caste until death, although the particular ranking of that caste 

may vary among regions and over time. Differences in status are traditionally 

justified by the belief that one's place in life is determined by one's ancestor's deeds 

in previous times (Human Right Watch, 2001). Like caste distinctions in other 

societies, the distinction of Osu is automatically passed on by inheritance and 

descent and cannot be overcome. Osus cannot be distinguished from others on the 

basis of their physical appearance or their speech (Onwubuariri, 2007). The effects 

of practice on the development of rural community is still subject to discoveries and 

may vary from one community to another.

Problem Statement

The Osu system is "a cultural burden for the Igbo society," as it is an 

impediment to human relationships and social progress (Nwosu, 1999). In fact so 

many crimes against humanity have been committed against individuals and groups 

in Igbo land in the name of Osu caste system without considering its implications on 

rural development (Okonkwo, 2014).
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The discriminatory Osu caste practices involves inequality in freedom of 

movement and choice of residence, inequality in the right of peaceful association, 

inequality in the enjoyment of the right to marry and establish a family, (and) 

inequality in access to local leadership (Dike, 2008). Strangely, some people believe 

that the humiliating Osu caste system is a part of the Igbo culture nobody should 

temper with. Fortunately, many Igbos have a contrary opinion.

Osu caste system is usually perceived and practiced without proper 

consideration of its attendant effects on the development of rural communities, as 

well as the implications of discriminating against one another within the 

community. In most cases, a lot of people do not even know the reasons for such 

practices and its continued existence. Even though the effect of Osu caste system on 

the development of rural communities are worrisome, there have not been 

any/recent scientific research on the in this area of study to fill the research gap. This 

study therefore seeks to provide empirical evidence of the major effects of Osu caste 

system and its practices have on the development of rural communities in Imo State, 

Nigeria.

Objectives of the Study

The specific objectives of the study were to;

i. examine the level of involvement of the Osus in local leadership; and 

ii. determine the sociocultural factors influencing the perception of Osu cast 

system in the study area.

Hypothesis Testing 

H0 : The sociocultural factors do no significantly influence the perception of Osu cast 1

system in the study area.

Methodology

The study was conducted in Imo State, Nigeria. The State is one of the 36 

States of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. It was created when the former East Central 
rdState of Nigeria was split into Anambra and Imo State on February 3  1976 by late 

Gen. Murtala Mohamed military regime. Imo state is one of the five States in South 
o 0East Geo-political zone of Nigeria. Imo State lies between latitudes 5  12' and 5  56' 

0 0North of the equator and longitude 6  38' and 7  25' East of the Greenwich meridian 

(Imo State Annual Gazette, 2002). 
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The study which made use of purposive and random sampling procedure in 

selecting 165 respondents, was focused on the communities where the practices of 

Osu caste system was more pronounced. First, two Local Government Areas (LGAs) 

were purposively selected from each of the three political zones in the state making a 

total of 6 LGAs. Secondly, 11 autonomous communities were purposively selected, at 

least one from each of the six LGAs. Thirdly, 15 respondents were selected from each 

of 11 autonomous communities. This gave a total of 165 respondents which 

constituted the sample size for the study. Data for the study was collected using 

structured questionnaire and interview schedule. The data collected were analyzed 

using both descriptive and inferential statics.

Results and Discussion

Level of involvement of Osus in local leadership

The result of the level of involvement of Osus in local leadership is presented 

in Table 1. The findings revealed a grand mean of 2.09, implying a general low level of 

involvement of Osus in local leadership in the study area. This very low level of 

involvement of Osus is as a result of discrimination of Osus in the study area. 

According to Mr. Njoku, Osu are usually the minority in most communities and 

leadership positions always go against them because of their ascribed Osu status. He 

further revealed that the free borns perceived the Osu as slaves, and they can never 

rule against their masters. Most communities where Osu climbs to power usually 

experience conflict and serious violence from the people (personal 

communication). The Osus in most communities are traditionally forbidden from 

holding traditional leadership positions, Ezeship, prime minister, etc irrespective of 

their qualifications (Agbaegbu, 2000; Akpomuvie, 2010). In Igbo land, no matter 

their wealth or social status, the traditional societies could hardly appoint them to 

positions of responsibilities simply because of their ascribed Osu status (Dike, 2007; 

Civil Liberty Organization; 2005; Igwe, 2008). 
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*Decision: x> 3.0 indicates high level of involvement;  3.0 indicates low level 

of involvement.

Sociocultural factors influencing perception of Osu caste system

Tobit regression estimates of effect of sociocultural factors influencing 

perception of Osu caste system in the study area tested at an alpha value of 0.05 is 

presented in Table 2. The coefficient of age was positive and significant at 5% level of 

probability. This implies that increase in the age of the respondents will increase 

their probability to accept and uphold the Osu caste system. Older members of the 

community therefore adhere more strongly to the segregation associated with the 

caste system than the younger ones.

The coefficient of education was statistically significant at 1% and negatively 

related. This inverse relationship implied that a unit increase in years of formal 

education will result to a corresponding decrease in the probability of intensity of 

the perception of Osu caste system. This result conforms the researcher's a priori 

x>

Table 1: Distribution of respondents according to level of involvement  
of Osus in local leadership (n = 165) 
 

Level of involvement  ∑x  SD  
 

Ezeship  165  0.000  1.00  

Traditional prime minister  180  0.288  1.09  

Chieftaincy title  341  1.013  2.07  

Opinion leader  494  1.056  2.99  

Community chairman  248  0.567  1.50  

Women leader  515  0.847  3.12  

Youth leader  591  1.036  3.58  

Nze tttle  235  0.626  1.42  

Grand Mean    2.09  

Source: Field Survey, 2018. 
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expectation that educated people are more likely to abhor the practice of Osu caste 

system in the study area. Educated people have higher awareness, reduced 

ignorance and in turn, increase social interaction.

The coefficient of income was statistically significant at 1% and positive. This 

implies that increase in income will result to a corresponding increase in the 

probability and intensity of perception of Osu caste system in the study area. In Igbo 

land, no matter their wealth or social status, the traditional societies and later 

churches could hardly appoint them to positions of responsibilities simply because 

of their ascribed Osu status (Dike, 2007 and Igwe, 2008).

Cosmopoliteness of the respondents was negatively correlated to their 

perception of the Osu caste system. It means that those that have travelled out of the 

community and have a feeling of other cultures do not associated themselves 

strongly to the Osu caste system. Interaction with other cultures and exposure to 

perceptions from people outside the community could be responsible for this 

reasonable perception about the caste stsyem. 
2The Psuedo R  (coefficient of multiple determination) value of 0.634 

indicates that 63.4% of the variation in the dependent variable was accounted for by 

the independent variables. The Chi-square value (122.820) was statistically 

significant at 1% alpha level, indicating high goodness of fit of the model used for the 

analysis. The null hypothesis which stated that cultural factors and socioeconomic 

characteristics of the respondents have no effect on their perception of Osu caste 

system in the study area was therefore rejected. 

Table 2: Tobit estimates of the effect of socio economic and cultural factors on 
perception of Osu  caste system in the study area.  

Parameters  Estimates  Standard error  Z-value  
Gender  0.401  0.509  0.622  
Age  0.028  0.020  1.956**  
Marital Status

 
1.510

 
0.575

 
0.896

 
Years of formal education

 
-0.298

 
0.093

 
-10.347***

 Cosmopoliteness
 

-3.118
 

0.428
 

52.968***
 Household size

 
-0.026

 
0.058

 
0.194

 
Income

 
7.101E-6

 
0.000

 
7.562***

 Pseudo R-Square

 
0.634

   -2 Log Likelihood

 

526.255

   Chi-square 

 

122.820

   P < 0.01

 

0.000

   Source: Field Survey, 2015

 
*Keys: *** = significant at 1%, and ** = Significant at 5%  
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Conclusion and Recommendations

The low level of involvement in local leadership and other discriminatory 

practices targeted at the Osus, as well as the inability of government to punish the 

offenders of this practice commands serious implications. Despite the effort of 

civilization, education and religion, Osu caste system is still part of peoples culture 

and norm in most communities. Unfortunately, hypocrisy, fatalism, allegiance to 

culture, worldview, traditionalism, ostracism, sentiments etc were dominant in the 

perception and practice of Osu caste system.

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations were made;

1. Osus should be involved in local leadership at all levels in the rural 

communities. Equal chances should be given to both the Osus and Dialas in 

order to encourage rural community development. Local leaders in Igbo land 

should be selected or elected based on merit and qualification, not on caste 

stratification.  

2. Government agencies in Igbo land should step up from making policies to 

executing the offenders of Osu abolition law and other related policies 

targeted at reducing inequality and discrimination of any form. 

3. The government at both state and federal level should create an enabling 

environment (good policies and implementations) which would empower 

the oppressed and enhance their ability to legally challenge the ancient Osu 

caste tradition. With appropriate legislation and good court systems, the 

people could seek redress in court if their rights are violated. People have the 

choice to cry out for solutions to the teething social problems, or remain as 

they have been.
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