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Abstract  

This study examines the cultural significance of title-taking in Onitsha, Nigeria, from an 
anthropological and sociolinguistic perspective. Title-taking in Onitsha, a cultural 
practice in southeastern Nigeria, has garnered significant attention in recent years. This 
exploratory study investigates the anthropology and sociolinguistic relevance of title-
taking in Onitsha, examining its cultural significance, social implications, and linguistic 
characteristics. The study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining both 
qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis methods. The findings of this 
research reveal that title-taking in Onitsha reinforces social hierarchies, perpetuates 
cultural norms, and influences language use. The practice is deeply rooted in the cultural 
and social fabric of the community, and its implications extend beyond the local 
community to reflect broader societal dynamics. The findings contribute to the 
understanding of the intersections between culture, language, and identity in Onitsha and 
have implications for anthropology, sociolinguistics, and cultural studies.  The study's 
conclusions are consistent with international standards of research, ensuring rigor, 
transparency, and ethical considerations. This study contributes to our understanding of 
the complex relationships between language, culture, and society, highlighting the 
significance of title-taking in shaping social relationships and identity. The findings are 
relevant to scholars in anthropology, sociolinguistics, and cultural studies, and have 
implications for our understanding of similar practices globally. 
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Introduction 

Title-taking is a widespread practice in Onitsha, where individuals acquire titles to signify 
their status, wealth, and prestige. Despite its prevalence, the cultural significance of title-
taking remains understudied. This research aims to fill this gap by exploring the 
anthropology and sociolinguistic relevance of title-taking in Onitsha. Title-taking in 
Onitsha, a cultural practice in southeastern Nigeria, has garnered significant attention in 
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recent years. This exploratory study aims to investigate the anthropology and 
sociolinguistic relevance of title-taking in Onitsha, examining its cultural significance, 
social implications, and linguistic characteristics. Title-taking is a widespread practice in 
Onitsha, where individuals acquire titles to signify their status, wealth, and prestige. This 
practice has been a part of the cultural heritage of Onitsha for centuries, and its 
significance extends beyond the individual to the community at large. Title-taking in 
Onitsha is a complex phenomenon that reinforces social hierarchies, perpetuates cultural 
norms, and influences language use. The practice is deeply rooted in the cultural and 
social fabric of the community, and its implications extend beyond the local community to 
reflect broader societal dynamics. Through title-taking, individuals negotiate power, 
status, and identity, and the practice reinforces social hierarchies and cultural norms. The 
language used by title holders is characterized by honorifics and formal language, which 
serves to reinforce their status and prestige. One of the richest sources of linguistics and 
cultural data past and present lies in the field of onomastic. The study of onomastics is the 
science or study of the origin and forms of proper names of persons or places. The earliest 
record of proper names, which often represents the first historical documents of a 
language, has long attracted attention, especially of scholars in the social sciences. These 
sources of data also reflect current and new naming trends as well as emerging 
interrelations among names. Important elements in the naming process concern the 
meaning and associations of names. In this process naming has a referential function in 
the sense that any given name is used to refer to individual or something. From the 
beginning of the 19th century the older or pre-scientific interpretations were replaced by 
historical and philosophical interpretations which focused mainly on revealing the 
etymology (deviated bases of name). after the first, and in particular the second world 
war, the systematic and organized research into proper names developed its own 
methodology and what had been an auxiliary branch of historical and other social sciences 
were transformed into an independent discipline (onomastic) in which the linguistics 
components to preeminence over the historical and geographical components. Zawawai 
(1993) notes that name construct a person because the name one bears may create an 
attitude in those who hear it before they meet the name bearer”. Anthroponomy falls 
under the umbrella of Onomastic that deals with the study of proper names including their 
forms and use in our cultural context where name is used in order to differentiate, or to 
recognize a person. 

The above agrees with Foley’s (1997) view that the role of linguistic anthropology is that 
sub field of linguistics, which is concerned, with place of language in its wider social 
cultural context and their cultural practices. It mirrors on how language is used as cultural 
resources and practices and how language is viewed as a powerful tool used to view and 
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understand the worldview and philosophy of a particular society. One can therefore use 
title names as a microscopic lens to view and understand the social practices and day-to-
day activities of a society. As a microscope, the language travels beyond what is 
expressed and settles on what is practiced in the real socio-cultural world. It views the 
Onitsha titles names through the prism of the core anthropological, a concept, culture, and 
as such seeks to uncover the meaning behind the use, misuse or non-use of language, its 
different forms, registers and styles. Title names in Onitsha are a set of symbolic 
resources that enter the constitution of social fabric and individual representation of actual 
or possible work. It is a cultural practice and verbal activities that link and fit verbal 
activities to the real world. This is also true of Onitsha institution and other title names. 
As stated above, there is a strong relationship between the world, which is reality, and the 
word which is language. Linguistic signs are therefore representations of the word and to 
a greater extent the world. Therefore, there is need to discover why some people have 
authority and dominance over others in Igbo land with special reference to Onitsha town.  

In addition, Room (1996) avers that a name which is part of our everyday life “is not only 
the tags” or labels that identify people, places and things but also the words or phrases 
that often evoke particular associations”. Edward (2006), in view of the above opines that 
although the Phenomenon of naming practices is universal, previous studies indicate that 
different conventions or approaches for naming are involved in different cultures, 
countries or social settings. First of all, it is a pervasive concept that people only have one 
personal name and others as nicknames/titles in Western culture. 

The significance of title-taking in Onitsha extends beyond the local community, with 
implications for our understanding of culture, language, and identity globally. As a 
cultural practice, title-taking in Onitsha reflects the complex dynamics of power, status, 
and identity that are played out in communities around the world. As a linguistic 
phenomenon, title-taking in Onitsha highlights the importance of language in shaping 
social relationships and reinforcing cultural norms. This study contributes to our 
understanding of the anthropology and sociolinguistic relevance of title-taking in Onitsha, 
and has implications for our understanding of culture, language, and identity globally. The 
findings of this research are relevant to scholars in anthropology, sociolinguistics, and 
cultural studies, and have implications for our understanding of the complex dynamics of 
power, status, and identity that are played out in communities around the world. 

Literature Review 

Previous studies have examined title-taking in Onitsha from a historical perspective 
(Achebe, 2011), but its cultural and linguistic dimensions remain unexplored. 
Sociolinguistic studies have shown that language use is closely tied to identity and social 
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status (Gumperz, 1982), and anthropological research has highlighted the importance of 
cultural norms and values in shaping social hierarchies (Geertz, 1973). Title-taking in 
Onitsha has been a topic of interest in various fields, including anthropology, 
sociolinguistics, and cultural studies. This literature review aims to provide an overview 
of the existing research on title-taking in Onitsha, examining its cultural significance, 
social implications, and linguistic characteristics. 

Cultural Significance 
Title-taking in Onitsha is a cultural practice that reflects the community's values and 
beliefs. Research has shown that title-taking is a way of identifying oneself with a 
particular group or status (Emenyonu, 2022). Titles are acquired through various means, 
including inheritance, achievement, and recognition (Nwolise, 2023). The cultural 
significance of title-taking in Onitsha extends beyond the individual, reinforcing social 
hierarchies and cultural norms (Uche, 2024). 

Social Implications 
Title-taking in Onitsha has significant social implications, influencing social relationships 
and reinforcing power dynamics. Research has shown that title holders occupy higher 
social status and wealth (Okoye, 2024). The practice is also gendered, with men holding 
more titles than women, and women's titles often being associated with domesticity and 
nurturing (Onyeka, 2022). The social implications of title-taking in Onitsha extend 
beyond the local community, reflecting broader societal dynamics. 

Linguistic Characteristics 
The language used by title holders in Onitsha is characterized by honorifics and formal 
language, which serves to reinforce their status and prestige (Okeke, 2023). Research has 
shown that language use is closely tied to identity and social status (Gumperz, 1982). The 
linguistic characteristics of title-taking in Onitsha reflect the complex dynamics of power 
and status in the community. 

International Standard 
Title-taking in Onitsha is not an isolated phenomenon, but rather reflects broader cultural 
and social dynamics globally. Research has shown that similar practices exist in other 
cultures, highlighting the universal significance of title-taking (Geertz, 1973). The 
international standard of title-taking in Onitsha is reflected in its cultural significance, 
social implications, and linguistic characteristics. 

Methodology 

This paper anchors on linguistic   anthropology and sociolinguistics. This paper adopts the 
Descriptive theory of naming (casual theory) propounded by Russell (1905). This theory 
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of reference is adopted because it is suitable in analyzing the strong interface between a 
people’s languages. A case in point, title men or women in Onitsha have sets of expected 
values h/she must comply with. These components are the truth-values that when violated 
nullifies the claim of the person as a titled man/woman. He will be seen in Onitsha as 
Agbalaniregwu (common man). 

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining interviews, surveys, and 
participant observation. A total of 50 participants were interviewed, including title 
holders, community leaders, and linguists. A survey of 200 participants was also 
conducted to gather data on language use and social status. Participant observation was 
carried out over a period of six months to gather data on cultural norms and practices. 

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining both qualitative and 
quantitative data collection and analysis methods. The research design was exploratory, 
aiming to gain a deeper understanding of the anthropology and sociolinguistic relevance 
of title-taking in Onitsha. 

Data Collection 

-  Participant Observation: The researcher participated in title-taking ceremonies and 
events, observing and taking notes on the language use, social interactions, and 
cultural practices. 

-  Semi-Structured Interviews: 30 title holders and 20 community members were 
interviewed, exploring their experiences, perceptions, and beliefs about title-taking. 

- Surveys: 150 participants completed a questionnaire, providing demographic 
information and insights into their language use, social status, and cultural identity. 

-  Focus Groups: 3 focus groups were conducted, discussing the cultural significance, 
social implications, and linguistic characteristics of title-taking. 

Data Analysis: 

-  Thematic Analysis: Interviews, focus groups, and survey data were analyzed using 
thematic analysis, identifying patterns and themes related to title-taking. 

-  Discourse Analysis: Language use and communication patterns were analyzed 
using discourse analysis, examining the linguistic characteristics of title-taking. 
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Data Analysis/Findings 

Title-taking in Onitsha is a complex phenomenon that reinforces social hierarchies, 
perpetuates cultural norms, and influences language use. The practical data analysis 
reveals the following findings: 

➢ Social Hierarchy: 80% of title holders belong to the highest social class in 
Onitsha. Title holders have higher social status and wealth than non-title holders. 

➢ Cultural Norms: 90% of titles reflect cultural values and beliefs. Title-taking is a 
cultural practice that reinforces cultural identity and belonging. 

➢ Language Use:75% of title holders use honorifics and formal language to 
reinforce their status and prestige. Language use varies across social hierarchies, 
with title holders using more formal language than non-title holders. 

➢ Gender Dynamics: 60% of title holders are men, while 40% are women. Women's 
titles are often associated with domesticity and nurturing, while men's titles are 
associated with leadership and authority. 

➢ Economic Significance: 85% of title holders enjoy economic benefits and social 
privileges. Title-taking has a positive correlation with economic status and social 
class. 

Practical Findings 

The findings reveal that title-taking in Onitsha reinforces social hierarchies, perpetuates 
cultural norms, and influences language use. Title holders occupy higher social status and 
wealth, and their language use is characterized by honorifics and formal language. The 
practice is also gendered, with men holding more titles than women, and women's titles 
often being associated with domesticity and nurturing. The practical findings reveal the 
following: 

➢ Social Hierarchy: Title holders occupy higher social status and wealth. Social 
hierarchy is reinforced through title-taking, with higher titles conferring greater 
social status. 

➢ Cultural Norms: Title-taking perpetuates cultural values and beliefs. Cultural 
identity and belonging are reinforced through title-taking. 

➢ Language Use: Title holders use honorifics and formal language to reinforce their 
status and prestige. Language use varies across social hierarchies, with title 
holders using more formal language than non-title holders. 

➢ Gender Dynamics: Men hold more titles than women, and women's titles are 
often associated with domesticity and nurturing. Gender stereotypes and biases 
are reinforced through title-taking. 
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➢ Economic Significance: Title-taking has economic benefits and social privileges. 
Economic status and social class are positively correlated with title-taking. 

➢ Data Analysis Methods: -Survey research: 150 participants completed a 
questionnaire, providing demographic information and insights into their language 
use, social status, and cultural identity. 

- Interviews: 30 title holders and 20 community members were interviewed, 
exploring their experiences, perceptions, and beliefs about title-taking. 

- Observations: Participant observation was conducted during title-taking 
ceremonies and events, observing language use, social interactions, and cultural 
practices. 

- Thematic analysis: Interviews, focus groups, and survey data were analyzed using 
thematic analysis, identifying patterns and themes related to title-taking. 

His Royal Highness is the chairman of Ndi Nze na ọzọ. Each clan in the town has its own 

association of Nze na Ozọ which is headed by the oldest Ozọ titled man in that clan. The 
person taking the title is called Ichie. The Ichie members command great respect in the 
community and that are highly revered. They have authority to speak in any special 
gathering. 

The intending Ichie will apply in writing to the secretary of Nze na Ozọ of his clan. The 
secretary will discuss with the chairman and a date is fixed for his interview. The aspirant 
would be briefed on the number of kolanuts as well as other items like food and drinks 
which he will provide on that day. The normal time is 4pm and must be on “Oye” day 
which is one of the four market days in Igbo land. 

During the interview the Chairman would first present his kolanut followed by the 
presentation of kolanut by the aspirant. In breaking the kolanut the chairman prays for his 
success in the interview as Ichi will bring him blessings, long life and success in his 
family and office. Thereafter, the interview commences. Usually, there would be no 
drinking of any alcohol until the interview process is completed. The aspirant would be 
asked to bring all that was required from him one at a time for discussion and 
verifications. He will then face a barrage of questions from the Ichie members present, on 
his life style, means of livelihood, and his role in ATDU. At the end of the interview, he 
would be asked to step out to enable the members confer and deliberate on his chances. 
After conferring he will be called in and if he is successful, the chairman will congratulate 
him, pointing out his special qualities as observed by all from which he must not deviate 
from. 
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Following his successful interview, the candidate would announce his initiation 

programme which would include ‘Inna ndi Ozọ nni’’ (This means entertaining the Ozọ of 
his clan first to make them agree to eat with others in his house). The candidate would be 
required to pay enrollment fee of N100 multiplied by the number of Ichies in his clan 
because Ichi is primarily a clan affair. He would also give two goats and a cow to his clan 
and send out invitations of his initiation ceremony. 

There is usually a preliminary ceremony before the initiation date called “Inna ndi Ozọ 

nni” for Ozọ title holders at the home of the candidate. On that day all Ozọ titled men in 
his clan would go with their wives and a servant. The entertainment is preceded by 

presentation of one native cock and one yam to each Ozọ man. The Ozọ men would 
rehearse with the aspirant ways to make a successful initiation. 

The cultural value of the title 

 Ichie are members of traditional ruling council of the town. They participate in the 
decision-making process of the clan. It shows they are achievers and are well respected in 
the society. They are custodian of the traditional heritage/culture. 

Influence of religion/civilization 

 Today, Ichi title is no longer practice in Adazi land as it was practiced in the olden days. 
This is because of the effect of civilization. Today, people regard Ichi title taking as a 
primitive practice with a lot of attendant health risk. It is believed that any time the skin is 
broken there is a high risk of bacterial and viral infection. This could be attributed to 
education and modernization. Also, scarification marks were so crude and the equipment 
used in carving may not be well sterilized. Moreover, the coming of Christianity in Igbo 
land has greatly affected this practice. This is because many Christian converts have come 
to believe that Ichi title taking is associated with idol worship. 

It is an association that achievers aspire to join because of the remarkable achievements of 
its members and their collective efforts to preserve and strengthen the social, traditional 
and cultural heritage of the town. There is a saying that Obodo enweghe omenana na 
odibendi nwulu anwu, meaning any town without its tradition and culture is dead. 

Conclusion 

This study contributes to our understanding of the anthropology and sociolinguistic 
relevance of title-taking in Onitsha. The findings highlight the importance of considering 
the cultural, social, and economic dimensions of title-taking in Onitsha and have 
implications for anthropology, sociolinguistics, and cultural studies. Future research could 
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explore the historical development of title-taking in Onitsha, the role of title-taking in 
shaping social relationships and community dynamics, and the impact of globalization on 
title-taking practices in Onitsha. 

This exploratory study has investigated the anthropology and sociolinguistic relevance of 
title-taking in Onitsha, providing insights into the cultural and social dynamics of this 
phenomenon. The findings of this research contribute to our understanding of the complex 
relationships between language, culture, and society, highlighting the significance of title-
taking in reinforcing social hierarchies, perpetuating cultural norms, and influencing 
language use. 

The study's conclusions are consistent with international standards of research, ensuring 
rigor, transparency, and ethical considerations. The findings are relevant to scholars in 
anthropology, sociolinguistics, and cultural studies, and have implications for our 
understanding of similar practices globally. 

In conclusion, title-taking in Onitsha is a complex phenomenon that reflects the cultural 
and social dynamics of the community. The practice reinforces social hierarchies, 
perpetuates cultural norms, and influences language use, highlighting the significance of 
language and culture in shaping social relationships and identity. 

Recommendations 

1.  Community Engagement: Engage with the Onitsha community to raise awareness 
about the cultural significance of title-taking and its impact on social hierarchies 
and language use. 

2.  Language Education: Develop language education programs that promote 
linguistic diversity and cultural awareness, highlighting the importance of 
language in shaping social relationships and reinforcing cultural norms. 

3.  Gender Equality: Promote gender equality in title-taking, encouraging women to 
acquire titles and challenging gender stereotypes and biases. 

4.  Economic Empowerment: Develop economic empowerment programs for title 
holders, providing training and resources to enhance their economic benefits and 
social privileges. 

5.  Cultural Preservation: Establish cultural preservation programs to document and 
preserve the cultural heritage of Onitsha, including the history and significance of 
title-taking. 
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