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Artifacts as Social Conflict Resolution Mechanism in Traditional Urhobo Society
of Nigeria’s Niger Delta

Introduction

Artifacts are objects that have been purposively modified through human action.
Often they become material culture objects because people employ them to satisfy one
need or another. In addition to this existential nature of artifacts, they provide clues to
prehistoric civilizations and ecological conditions, and for the construction/re-
construction of social history. In Urhobo' society, these objects have proved to be vital
clues to the society’s evolution, particularly, as ingredients in the regulation of the
cultural behaviour of the people. That artifacts provide clues to the cultural behaviour
of the people is exemplified by the preponderance of the objects, and the fact that they
are tied to institutions in the society.” One of the facets of Urhobo society in which
there is a concentration of these material culture objects is social cohesion and social
conflict resolution.

The Urhobo live in the north-western area of the Niger Delta in Nigeria.3 The
current population includes both aboriginal peoples and those who migrated from
Egypt/Sudan, Ife, and Benin.* While exact dates of these migrations into the Niger
Delta region are not known, it is speculated that segments of the Urhobo may have been
in the region for about 2000 years. A glottochronology of the Niger Delta by Kay
Williamson supports this speculation.’

Urhobo traditional culture and social ideologies (modes of thinking, acting, and
feeling) were determined largely by their history and geographical environment until
about the fifteenth century, when external influences from neighbouring power centres,
like the Benin Kingdom and later, influences from Europe - started impacting these
local ideologies.® In spite of these influences, as well as the disparate sources of Urhobo
migration, social stability has remained a dominant feature of their society.

Studies of Urhobo culture suggest that social stability may have evolved from a
system of reciprocal responsibility in which social conflict is considered
sympathetically rather than with hostility.” This is implicit in results of investigations
into the modes of social conflict resolution in the society. For instance, an individual’s
odious personality traits affect an entire lineage; hence the Urhobo would say that Oma
vue orhue-e, je oma vue ihwo roye, literally meaning, even though the insane person
does not feel ashamed, his people do. But rather than impose sanctions on such an
individual, the social conflict that results is collectively resolved. Similarly, reciprocal
responsibility for the purpose of social stability is responsible for the collective concern
that is expressed when there is lack of progress in the occupational endeavors of a
member of the lineage. Collective efforts are also made to resolve this conflict
situation. This system of reciprocal responsibility is a functionalist one. It attempts to
ensure that society works efficiently; hence the society strives to resolve conflicts
emanating from social contradictions by the synchronous application of artifacts and
rituals which palliate rather than punish.

However, previous studies of Urhobo social control and justice systems seem to
have concentrated on the application of sanctions in the regulation of society and the
stimulation of stability.® There also seems to have been neither any serious documental
focus on the artifacts and rituals which are integral to social conflict resolution in the
society nor have there been attempts to classify and evaluate the social conflict



situations and the mechanisms and strategies adopted for their resolution. This dearth of
information is compounded by the fact that literature on Urhobo art and its role in the
society, generally, has been minimal.’ The research burden, thus, remains for a better
knowledge of the levels/categories of social conflict in traditional Urhobo society and
means of their resolution.

This paper attempts, therefore, to identify, classify and evaluate the social
conflicts prevalent in traditional Urhobo society and the resolution mechanisms
employed. To do this, I have drawn on my own survey of social-conflict-inducing
situations and their modes of resolution in six of the twenty-two Urhobo sub-culture
units: the Agbon, Oghara, Eghwu, Ughievwen, Evwreni and Ughele. The Agbon and
Oghara are located in northern Urhoboland and have the Bini as non-Urhobo
neighbours while the Eghwu and Ughievwen in southern Urhoboland have the [jo as
non-Urhobo neighbour, and the Evwreni and Ughele, in central Urhoboland, have the
Isoko as non-Urhobo neighbours. These sub-culture units were selected on the basis of
their geographical location within Urhobo territory, and their history of origin and
migration.

Accounts of Urhobo occupation of parts of the Niger Delta suggest that groups
of Urhobo entered the region from various directions over a period of time. The Agbon
and Ughele sub-culture units identify Benin territory as the primary source of
migration, with [jo territory as secondary source. The Ughievwen sub-culture’s account
of origin refers to direct migration from Benin territory into their present location, and
the Eghwu only remembers that they migrated from Mein (Ijo). Similarly, the Evwreni
sub-culture unit refers to an Igbo source of origin - Elele in the east of the lower Niger.
The founding of Oghara was as a result of population growth and internal conflicts in
the parent sub-culture unit, Agbarha, which traces primary migration from Benin and a
secondary one from Jjo territory.'® The information gathered during this survey was
analyzed and a typological classification carried out using the participants in particular
social conflicts as parameters to determine type.

Study of the components of social conflict resolution in traditional Urhobo
society has become particularly imperative given the pressures of modernity on the
traditional socio-cultural environment in the Niger Delta and the emergence of new
variants of deviant behaviours and situations; traditional Urhobo society being an
interpretation of that natural and social environment of the Urhobo which is devoid of
influences of European and Western cultures relating to food, shelter, dress,
government, property, division of labor, birth, adulthood, marriage, death, religious
ideas concerning magic and supernatural beings, as well as, art, mythology and the
universe.

Social Conflict in Society

Generally speaking, conflict is an expression of difference. It “gives rise to
perceptions of threat that activate intense feelings of anxiety, fear, and anger. It may
also engender contentious behaviours.”'' These contentious behaviours have the
capacity to disrupt social stability."?

Social conflict is a specific human phenomenon that may arise from acts,
behaviours, or situations that are perceived by members of a particular society to be
contrary to prevailing social norms. Sometimes these acts and situations can induce
conflicts because they have the capacity to negatively affect how individuals or groups



of people are perceived, and thus elicit hostile and antagonistic responses."> Such acts
and situations are often regarded as deviant or nonconformist. Not all sociologists
agree, however, that hostility and antagonistic opposition necessarily give rise to
deviance and social conflict. For instance, Coser explains that social conflict may in
fact solidify a loosely structured group, and that in a society that appears to be
disintegrating, intergroup conflict may restore the “integrative core.”'* Irrespective of
such differing views in conflict theory, the main concerns of social conflict are values,
beliefs, and norms. In Urhobo society, social conflicts are perceived to emerge from
deviant and nonconformist behaviours and situations, which may be consciously and
voluntarily engineered, as in behavioural deviance, or may be unconscious and
involuntary/imposed, and outside the control of the individual or group, as in
circumstantial deviance occasioned by malevolent spirits.

Previous research has shown that the causes of conscious and voluntary deviant
or nonconformist behaviour in Urhobo society may be psychological or sociological."
When viewed psychologically, the cause/origin of behavioural deviance may be found
in unsatisfied needs, unmanageable drives, or emotional problems which are entrenched
in socio-cultural expectations. The sociological causes of nonconformity derive from
failure of socialization processes. For example, I identified parental neglect, excessive
demands upon a child, rigid authority, and continuing conflict between parent and child
as tendencies in the socialization process of the child that encourage rejection of, or
disregard for cultural prescriptions.'® Behavioural deviance may, therefore, be said to
be based on the characteristics of the culture and social organization in which such
deviant behaviour occurs.

On the other hand, unconscious and involuntary deviant and nonconformist
behaviour, or circumstantial deviance, as seen by the Urhobo, is not due to social or
cultural, or indeed human, instigation. This is because circumstantial deviance occurs in
spite of social or cultural prescription; the victim(s) act compulsively. They are usually
not able to account for their conduct because the circumstances are completely outside
their control; hence such conduct/situations are ascribed to the individual’s destiny.

While there may be social conflicts that are common to humanity, each
particular human society has some peculiar social conflicts that demand peculiar
resolution mechanisms. We shall, therefore, look at the social conflicts encountered by
the Urhobo and the mechanisms by which these are resolved.

Types of Social Conflicts in Urhobo Society

The Urhobo believe that deviant conduct and reprobate circumstances engender
social conflicts. These deviant behaviours and situations are many. Therefore, when
any member of the society acts or behaves in ways which are at variance with the
society's expectation, efforts are made to get such deviant or the aberrant situation back
to normalcy. This is achieved through a number of ways.

Previous research shows that the Urhobo consider actions, behaviours, and
situations like falsehood, stealing, misappropriation of collectively owned resources,
oppression, bewitching, adultery, cheating, poisoning, blackmailing, incest,
insubordination, and recalcitrance to elders as unacceptable deviant conduct that
engenders social conflict. Other conduct and circumstances that have the capacity for
engendering social dislocation and disorder, and as a consequence elicit the society’s
disapproval, include murder (patricide, matricide, wife-killing), arson, assault,



childlessness, poverty, lack of progress in personal endeavors, and uncontrolled
aggressiveness.'’ Because of the impact of these acts and situations on the individual or
a group, the aberrant situations are confronted for the purpose of re-establishing
normalcy. Using the participant parameter mentioned earlier, that is, individuals and
groups through whom one form of social conflict or another has been engendered, three
distinct levels of social conflict are distinguishable: intercommunal, intrapersonal, and
interpersonal.

Intercommunal social conflicts involve antagonistic forms of behaviour of
member(s) of one community towards member(s) of another community. For example,
the murder of a member of one community by a member of another community, or the
abduction of a married woman of one community by a man from another community, is
regarded as a deliberate affront on the victim’s community as a whole.'"® These
situations engender intercommunal social conflicts that require urgent resolution in
order to re-establish social harmony between the communities.

Intrapersonal social conflicts exist at individual level. Here, the conflict is not
instigated by the action or inaction of another person. These are typified by role
conflicts in which incompatible demands are made on an individual occupying one or
more roles. Examples of this type of conflict are found in Urhobo institutional concepts
concerning destiny (from which success and progress are the expected norm),
unrestrained aggressiveness (which is antithetical to harmonious coexistence with
fellow community members), and belligerence of the “spirit-spouse” (that interferes
with family harmony). In all of these conflict situations, the individual is seen as both
cause and victim.

Interpersonal social conflicts arise from disputes occasioned by breakdown of
concordance among individual members of the society. This involves two or more
persons and may emanate from boundary disputes, inability or refusal to pay debts, and
divorce. Also, interpersonal social conflict may arise when individuals feel that their
rights in the society are being undermined by other persons, or when behaviours of
members of the community become incompatible.

Urhobo Social Conflict Resolution Mechanisms

Irrespective of the type and level of social conflict, two mechanisms are
employed in Urhobo society for their resolution: retribution (laws and regulations) and
modification (artifacts and rituals). While the retribution mechanism is employed for
the resolution of the social conflicts occasioned by conscious and voluntary
(behavioural) deviance, the modification mechanism is applied for the resolution of
social conflicts arising from unconscious and involuntary (circumstantial) deviance.

Retribution Mechanism

The instrument employed in retribution mechanism is human. This is through
the application of law and the imposition of sanctions. But because there were no
legislative and constituted jurisprudential authorities in traditional Urhobo society like
there are in contemporary society, “laws” that became operative in the society emerged
from the collective conscience of the people, as expressed in acquiescence or deference
to norms and values. The conflicts that were resolved through this mechanism included
murder, manslaughter, arson, adultery, and witchcraft. According to Otite, the



resolution of the social conflict occasioned by murder was the execution of the
perpetrator, while for manslaughter the family of the offender gave a man and a woman
as compensation to the family of the deceased. For arson, the offender was made to
make full compensation or sold into slavery. The sanction for witchcraft was “trial by
ordeal” and for theft, the offender was made to pay a fine or make restitution. Adultery
and assault resulted in the penalty of a fine."

Since 1890, when the first direct contact with Europeans was made by the
Urhobo, the establishment of Western judicial system has atrophied the retributive
approach to the resolution of many of the social conflicts arising from behavioural
deviance. Today behavioural deviants are brought before criminal courts and offences
are adjudicated upon. However, certain conflicts arising from behavioural deviance are
not just against individuals or communities. In some instances, the ancestors or village
or clan gods are considered to have been deliberately affronted. Conduct that is
considered an affront to the ancestors and clan gods includes incest, adultery, and
witchcraft. To resolve the social conflicts arising from these kinds of deviance, the
ancestors and gods are propitiated through prescribed rituals, in addition to any
sanctions that may have been imposed through the retribution mechanism.?

Modification Mechanism

The instruments employed in the modification mechanism are non-human; they
are artifacts and rituals that are symbolically associated with ancestors and deities and
that are brought into conflict resolution to elicit the compassion of the ancestors and
solicit their assistance in effecting behavioural change through personality
modification. Ancestors and deities are believed to be omnipresent and to help “police”
people against contravening the “laws” of society. According to Ejovwoke, the efficacy
of the ancestors and deities, in ensuring conformity and orderliness in the society
inheres in their powers to modify the behaviour of members of the society, as well as in
their capacities to enforce conformity.21 These powers of the ancestors and deities are
normatively institutionalized, and are generally respected by members of Urhobo
society because every aspect of morality is associated with one deity or another.

Ancestors and deities, according to extant Urhobo beliefs, have superintending
authority over the living. Implicit in the appeal to ancestors and deities are
psychological approaches such as mental coercion, systemic desensitization, and
aversion techniques which are deployed for the resolution of maladjusted behaviour
patterns and corporate social dislocation. The psychological essences of these devices
are contained in the visual images (sculptural artifacts), which are complimented by the
associated rituals.

Visual symbols and rituals, in human society generally, have a way of
contributing to the reinforcement of consensus and solidarity among a group, as well as
to the strengthening of allegiance to the group. Social harmony is thereby reinforced
and regenerated. This is particularly so as the gathering of people reminds the
individual of his social responsibility and his membership in the whole.”> Adiokho, a
paramount chief (Ohonvwore) of the Agbon sub-culture unit, re-echoed this position
when he said that the use of visual symbols in conjunction with appropriate rituals,
elicits the assistance of ancestors and deities in the resolution of specific conflicts in
Urhobo society. According to him, the images and rituals have symbolic meanings
which embody commonly revered myths, traditions, shared values, and accepted
obligations by both the living and the dead.” It is not surprising, therefore, that



performance/dramatic rituals are combined with visual images to create situations that
compel “conformity” and the resolution of social conflict in Urhobo society.

Intercommunal conflict resolution

As mentioned earlier, intercommunal social conflicts arise mainly from the
conduct of individual members of a community which affront the real or perceived
interest of another community. The most heinous of these behaviours are murder of a
“freeman” (Omuvwie) and the abduction of a married woman. The resolution of the
conflicts arising from this conduct depends on the relationship between the two
communities. Where the relationship is not cordial, the conflict degenerates into war
(and in modern times, prolonged litigation in a court of law). Where the relationship is
cordial, however, urgent steps are taken to ensure the resolution of the conflict through
diplomacy; this involves the prompt dispatch of emissaries to the offended community
and the convening of a meeting where the offence is examined, the offender
reprimanded, and sanctions are imposed.

Intrapersonal social conflict resolution

A number of intrapersonal social conflicts occur in traditional Urhobo society.
These are mainly in the realm of circumstantial deviance. One of these intrapersonal
conflicts is that engendered by the spirit-spouse (Oshare r’erivwin/Aye r’erivwin). The
concept of spirit-spouse is pervasive in Urhobo culture. Until about the mid-twentieth
century when the people’s worldview began to change in response to the spread of
Christianity and Western education, the problems associated with the inability of a
member of the society to meet up with societal expectations of adulthood - that is,
marriage and raising one’s own family - was normally blamed on the belligerence of a
spirit-spouse. This concept is based on the belief in a simultaneous existence of a
spouse partner in the earthly realm (Akpo) and the other in the ethereal (Erivwin).
According to Onojorhoevwo, a traditional chief and field informant,24 the Urhobo
believe that the two “worlds” mutually influence each other, even though the ethereal
wields greater influence. This belief persists and several persons in the society,
according to informants, still readily subscribe to the resolution of this conflict through
the mechanism of ritualistically divorcing the spirit-spouse.

The traditional Urhobo belief is that spirit-spouses feel estranged and become
belligerent when their earth-partner wishes to marry or gets married. The spirit-spouses
are said to be ready to do anything to either prevent marriages from taking place, or
reverse such marriages if they have taken place. Spirit-spouses are, therefore, held
responsible for the inability of men or women to marry, and even for childlessness in
the case of married couples. Examples of other intrapersonal conflicts that are believed
to be caused by malevolence spirit-spouses include matrimonial discords and squabbles
that ultimately lead to separation and divorce, the incidence of “wet-dreams” or dreams
of sexual engagements with unknown or unfamiliar women or men, temporary
impotency of the male while with earth wife, inability to sustain love relationships, and
miscarriages by pregnant women due to sexual intercourse with spirit-husband.

The mechanism deployed by the Urhobo for the resolution of these social
conflicts involves the use of visual symbols and dramatic rituals. On the prescription of
obuepha (herbalist/priest), the victim (man or woman) acquires a carved wooden
representation of the spirit-spouse (Figure 1) which has to be formally divorced through
a simulation of the death of the spirit-spouse. This ritual-drama involves tying heavy



substances to the carved wooden representation and dropping the object into the water
in a river or a lake, thus simulating the drowning of the spirit-spouse. The “surviving”
partner and accompanying party then return home, crying over the ‘“death” of the
spouse. On arrival at home, a mock burial ceremony is organized in order to fulfill the
customary obligation to a deceased. With this done, a divorce is believed to have taken
place and the surviving partner can then go on to take another spouse.

Figure 1 Figure 2
Aye r’erivwin Obo (Abstract)

Figure 3
Obo (Representational)

Lack of success or progress in occupational endeavors, as mentioned earlier,
also induces social conflict in traditional Urhobo society, which depends economically



on subsistence farming. The social worth or prestige of a man or a family unit is,
therefore, measured by the extent of success in occupational endeavors. However, the
most hardworking person does not necessarily achieve the highest level of success.
Crop failure occasioning low yield, ill-health leading to farm abandonment, and
unfavorable climatic conditions such as flooding and drought, are occupational
misfortunes that are attributed to the destiny of the victim. Apart from the economic
impact on the victim and members of his family, occupational failure also affects the
individual’s personality and results in loss of self-esteem, respect, and then loss of
status in the community. An intrapersonal social conflict situation thus arises. This
situation is usually ascribed to malevolent spirits/deities. To facilitate a resolution of
this conflict, another non-human instrument, Obo (occupation deity), is employed.

When such situations occur, an Obuepha (herbalist/priest) is consulted. More
often than not, the Obuepha affirms that bellicose or malevolent spirits are responsible
for the occupational misfortunes and the Obuepha prescribes the possession of Obo as a
solution to the victim’s problems. A carver is then commissioned to produce a visual
representation of the deity for the victim. At a ceremony that involves members of the
victim’s family, his close and distant associates, as well as the Obuepha, the object is
imbued with appropriate powers to ward off the belligerent spirits, and then the
Obuepha hands the object to the owner. After this ritual, the victim (now an Obo-
patron) takes the object into his house and keeps it in his/her living room or bedroom.
From then onward on a daily basis, particularly before engaging in any occupational
endeavor, the Obo-patron makes supplication to Obo by pouring local gin into the
platter on which the object is placed and requesting that success attend his efforts. The
song-text below approximates the incantation of the Obo-patron:

Me yara re-o.

Me wian ra vwe abae,

Erere no cha re-e.

Mi rue eke we ko we nure-o

Je obo ri mi re ru ejobi none yovwi re
Translation:

I am going again.

I have be making efforts all this while,

No success has come.

I have done for you what is your due.

So, let there be success in all I am going to do today.

The morphology of Obo varies. It may be highly abstracted, as in Figure 2 or
surrealistically representational, as in Figure 3. The features of the Obo include its
conical form and a base or mid-section that is embellished with natural or sculpted
cowries. Together with appropriate rituals as described above, it is believed that Obo
has the capability to reverse negative trends in an individual’s economic and
occupational endeavors.

For the resolution of conflict arising specifically from commercial endeavors,
another artifact, Oneki, is employed. The morphology of Omneki is usually a carved
representation of a human figure (male or female) carrying a bowl of tradeable items on
its head. When an individual encounters frequent runs of misfortunes or lack of profit
in commercial engagements, the Urhobo believe that a form of intrapersonal conflict is



engendered due to that person’s loss of self-confidence and stature in society. The
individual sees him-- or herself as a failure, and withdraws from society. When this
occurs, the Obuepha prescribes the production of Omneki and the performance of
associated rituals in order to resolve the conflict. Through appeasement rituals, a
reversal of the misfortunes is believed to be effected. Even after a reversal of the
negative trends, the victim continues to possess Oneki and performs associated rituals
to ensure that there is continuity of good fortune.

igure 4 | Figure 5
hvwri hwri

igure 6 .‘ Figure 7
Ivwri Ivwri



Aggressiveness, unrestrained assertiveness, and normatively unacceptable
behaviours such as unceasing argumentativeness and unwillingness to concede or to
compromise are some situations which also induce social conflict at the intrapersonal
level in Urhobo society. Other traits that cause intrapersonal social conflict in the
society include deep-seated, uncompromising resentment and unwillingness to forgive
petty transgressions, bellicose and truculent character, cantankerous personality, and
impulse for constant litigation. The resolution of this type of conflict is through
behaviour modification. This is achieved by the employment of ivbri/ivwri/iphri.”

The morphology of ivbri varies widely (Figures 4-7), ranging from those that
are highly schematic (Figure 4) to those are formalistically narrative and explicit of the
attribute of the concept (Figure 7). Basically, however, ivbri morphology includes a
dominant, fierce-looking, four-legged animal figure with exaggerated sets of canine
projecting upward and downward from its mouth. The animal-figure is also usually
surmounted by a human-figure representation. In fact, the iconography of ivbri typifies
the metaphoric attributes of the concept, and hence it has often been referred to as an
“image of aggression”.*®

According to Union Itebene, the Chief Priest of the Ohworhu cult of Evwreni,
ivbri controls the excesses of the overly contentious individual. This is why, according
to him, a child who cries constantly for no apparent reason or suffers from chronic
childhood ailments, and who generally, makes his parents’ lives unpleasant and even
unbearable, has an ivbri made for him and worn around his neck upon the prescription
of an Obuepha. Itebene further states that a child who is unusually self-centered and
greedy, refusing to share his food with his siblings (children normally eat together from
the same bowl in traditional Urhobo society), similarly has an ivbri made for him.?’ The
ritual associated with the resolution of this social conflict includes daily application of
palm-oil to the surface of the ivbri. It is believed that this will make the individual’s
temperament softer.

The purpose of creating of ivbri is to provide a medium into which can be
channeled misdirected and combative energies that may instigate aberrant situations
that would lead to intrapersonal conflicts. Through this re-directing of behavioural
excesses and belligerent energies of the individual, some form of equilibrium and a
more balanced personality is cultivated. By extension, communal harmony, which is
essential for maintaining peaceful social relationships in society, is believed to be
established.”®
Interpersonal social conflicts resolution

Interpersonal conflicts in Urhobo society arise mainly from social failure and
depravity. Social failure is the inability of the individual to measure up to society’s
expectation in his chosen occupation or in responsibilities that are ascribed by society.
This state of affairs is an unacceptable social situation in Urhobo society. But, failure is
never a personal wish. It is for this reason that conflicts (loss of respect among kindred,
denial of leadership position, etc.) that are engendered by this situation are considered
involuntary. This kind of social conflict is believed to have its origin in pre-destiny
(Urhievwe). Urhievwe is the guardian spirit of an Urhobo, and the controller of an
individual’s destiny.

Urhievwe is normally formalized in wood as a human figure’s head because the
head is believed to house the totality of a human being’s essence (Figure 8).
Sometimes, however, Urhievwe 1is rendered as a standing full-human figure
representation (Figure 9). The convention for rendering this figure depends on



provenance and professional competence of the commissioned carver.

The Urhobo believe that pre-destiny cannot be changed. This belief is pervasive
in the people’s philosophy of life and religious observances.”” This belief occasions
such personal names as Odjuvwu ede rhie (it is in heaven that destiny is determined)
and Efe urhievwe (wealth is predestined).30 But the Urhobo also do not accept social
failure. The blame for misfortunes is, therefore, usually placed on perceived adversaries
within and/or outside the family. This situation of distrust engenders interpersonal
conflict. In order to avoid/resolve the conflict thus engendered, the Urhobo seek to
influence the victim’s destiny by adopting resolution strategies that delay the
occurrence or frequency of occurrence of such misfortunes, since the victim’s destiny
cannot be altered. Influencing the course of an individual’s life however, becomes
possible only if the influences are acceptable to the person’s Erhi (spirit), and only to
the extent that the fortunes in the individual's life would be released and misfortunes

Figure 8 | Figure 9
Urhievwe (Full Figure) Urhievwe (Head)

delayed. The resolution of this form of interpersonal conflict is by entreaties made
through erovwo (prayers) and sacrifices of drinks and food to the individual's
Urhievwe.

The act of adultery also engenders interpersonal social conflict in Urhobo
society. Indeed, adultery is regarded as a grave insult to the husband of the woman and
a confrontation with the ancestors of the husband. If the act becomes public knowledge,
it is usually resolved in one of two ways - diplomacy or vengeance. The use of
diplomacy requires that the family of the offender send emissaries to the offended party
for settlement of the conflict. The resolution of the conflict may include the payment of
a fine or compensation. Where the offended husband wants to resolve the conflict



through vengeance, he or any of his relations, soon after the offence, commits adultery
with a wife of a member of the family from which the original offender came.
According to Ikime, however, vengeance as a means of resolving social conflicts
emanating from adultery is often difficult, as no woman would voluntarily submit
herself to be used to appease the aggrieved man.>' While many cases of adultery today
are, resolved through diplomacy, vengeance, according to informants, is still often
contemplated by many offended husbands.

In addition to the use of diplomacy and vengeance for resolving the conflict
engendered by adultery, propitiations must be made to the ancestors of the offended
party. Here, artifacts and rituals are employed. However, if the act of adultery is
concealed, and as a result propitiations are not made, the ancestors of the offended
husband intervene by inflicting the adulterous woman with “germ disease”. The “germ
disease” is kind ailment that presents with the swelling of the feet, hands, and stomach
but without a known cause. Upon this occurrence the adulterous woman must own up
to her deviant conduct and then the necessary propitiations are made to the ancestors of
the husband.

The incidence of incest is not common in Urhobo society. Nonetheless, this
deviant conduct induces serious social conflict because of the disapproval of such
conduct by the ancestors. The reaction of the ancestors to this is to precipitate an inter-
personal social conflict in which the offenders, but in most cases, their children, get
afflicted with one form of ailment or another.

Figure 10
Evbo

To resolve the conflict engendered by adultery or incest, Evbo, a non-figurative
composite object that is made of wood and cowries is employed (Figure 10),. Evbo is a
multi-divinity associated with ancestors. Through Evbo, propitiations are made to the
ancestors to grant forgiveness to the offenders, bring relief to the afflicted, and re-
establish harmony and stability in the society.

Evaluation of Resolution Mechanisms

As mentioned earlier, social conflicts in Urhobo society are resolved in order to
ensure that society works. It is, therefore, essential that the resolution mechanisms
employed in the society be evaluated. In the foregoing, it was shown that the retribution
mechanism is mainly applied to the resolution of interpersonal and intercommunal
social conflicts, while the modification mechanism is more frequently applied to



intrapersonal social conflicts.

The resolution of social conflict through retribution is a kind of “power”
strategy: one party wins and the other loses.>> Unfortunately for the loser, the conflict
may have just begun. This research revealed, for instance, that hostility, anxiety, and
actual physical damage are usual by-products of the win/lose tactic, as is common with
the resolution of conflicts such as those arising from claims over land and physical
property and allegations of witchcraft. Also, the feeling of loss is palpably evident in
the resolution of social conflicts arising from falsehood, stealing and misappropriation
of resources, oppression, bewitching, cheating, poisoning, and blackmailing.

In spite of the application of the retribution mechanism that involves sanctions
and punishment, Urhobo society does not seem to have emerged as a society that
“works.” The social conflicts for which this mechanism is applied still persist in the
society, as was confirmed by respondents during this study. The seeming
ineffectiveness of the retribution mechanism is possibly due the fact that employing it
only assists in making people to repress their urges. An individual may avoid stealing
because of the penalty attached and the pains of immediate social isolation, but not
because of a conviction of the social dislocation to the victim and society that arises
from stealing. The retribution mechanism, therefore, does not provide satisfaction to the
society as it leaves doubts and fears about avoidance capability by the individual when
confronted with such problems in the future. What can be said for the retribution
mechanism is that it contributes to the pressures that compel obedience to cultural
prescriptions.

The modification mechanism is employed in Urhobo society because of the
notion that the ultimate objective of conflict resolution is the emergence of a
harmonious, deviance-free society: a society that “works.” Whereas the retribution
mechanism may provide some relief to the “successful” party in a social conflict, it
does not adequately resolve the communal social dislocation and attendant disharmony
occasioned by circumstantial deviance. This is because the cause(s) of the social
conflicts that arise from circumstantial deviance are non-human; therefore, sanctions
and punishments are not capable of mediating them. As a result, there is always
recourse to the modification mechanism, which encourages diffusion and the
modification of the behaviour or situation. This mechanism tries to cool off situations,
at least temporarily, or keeps issues so unclear that conflicts become impossible. The
modification mechanism is, therefore, a ‘“delay-action” strategy, and is applied in
conflicts resulting from occupational failure, aggressiveness, childlessness, adultery,
and incest.

Conclusion

I have attempted in this paper to identify and classify the types of social
conflicts that occur in Urhobo society, and to evaluate the mechanisms that are
employed to resolve them. The retribution mechanism appears to be effective in
ensuring social harmony only from the point of view of the “successful” party in the
conflict, whereas the modification mechanism is more “efficient” in ensuring harmony
and socio-political stability because it provides a constructive approach to social
conflict resolution. In the modification mechanism, both sides in a conflict win: the
conflict is resolved in a manner that is mutually satisfying to all parties involved. It
engenders consensual relationships between contesting interests, and therefore



safeguards society against the disruptions that may emerge from antagonistic claims.
This is exemplified by the way in which the social conflict engendered by the spirit-
spouse (Aye r’erivwin/Oshare r’erivwin) is resolved.
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