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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the Igbo philosophical maxim Onye aghana nwanne ya (“be your 

brother’s/neighbour’s keeper”) as a framework for sustainable national development in an era 

of rising individualism and fragmented socio-political systems. While African philosophies 

such as ubuntu have been widely studied, the political and economic dimensions of this Igbo 

ethic remain underexplored. Using qualitative methods, the study draws on Igbo oral traditions, 

proverbial expressions, and historical case studies, particularly the town union system (ndi otu 

obodo), to interpret the maxim’s underlying values. The analysis highlights three core 

principles: mutual responsibility, regulated competition, and collective accountability. Findings 

indicate that Onye aghana nwanne ya function not merely as a kinship ethic but as a dynamic 

socio-political model. Reinterpreting “nwanne” to extend beyond blood relations to all citizens 

suggests a framework where individual ambition and communal welfare are not oppositional 

but complementary. Institutionalizing this ethic fosters social cohesion, protects vulnerable 

groups, and promotes an enabling environment for both welfare and innovation. The study 

concludes that the maxim offers a scalable governance model capable of bridging the gap 

between communalism and capitalist enterprise. It recommends integrating this edifying ethic 

into policy design and civic education to strengthen civil society and national development. 

Ultimately, the research contributes an indigenous philosophical resource to global debates on 

governance, demonstrating that Igbo cultural wisdom provides actionable strategies for 

building resilient, inclusive, and progressive societies. 

Keywords: Igbo Thought, Communal Progress, Onye Aghana Nwanne Ya, Kinship, 

Nationhood 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The defining challenges of the 21st century - deepening social inequality, political polarization, 

and the erosion of public trust, have prompted a profound re-evaluation of the philosophical 

underpinnings of the modern state. The dominant paradigms of hyper-individualism and 

unbridled capitalism, while driving unprecedented technological advancement, have often 

failed to cultivate the social cohesion necessary for sustainable and equitable progress. In this 

global search for more humane and resilient models of societal organization, the intellectual 

reservoirs of the world's indigenous cultures offer not merely alternative visions, but necessary 

correctives. It is within this context that we turn to the Igbo world of southeastern Nigeria, a 

culture renowned for its entrepreneurial dynamism and complex social structures, to excavate 
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a philosophical principle with the potential to reframe our understanding of communal 

progress: “Onye aghana nwanne ya.” 

Literally translated as “be your brother’s and sister’s keeper,” this maxim is most commonly 

invoked in everyday contexts to signify familial obligation and micro-level solidarity. 

Consequently, its perception, both within and outside Igbo thought, has largely been relegated 

to the domain of kinship morality, a virtuous but politically naïve sentiment. This article argues 

that such a reading constitutes a critical oversight. We contend that Onye aghana nwanne ya is, 

in fact, a sophisticated and scalable political philosophy. It embodies a dynamic social contract 

that can be abstracted from the literal family to inform the structure and ethos of the modern 

nation-state. By reconceptualizing the “nwanne” (sibling/relative) as a fellow citizen, this 

principle provides a blueprint for a society where collective responsibility is the very engine of 

individual and national advancement. 

This exploration positions itself within, and seeks to bridge, two critical scholarly 

conversations. The first is the vibrant discourse on African humanist philosophies, such as the 

South African ubuntu (“I am because we are”) and the Nguni umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu. 

While these concepts have rightly gained global traction for their emphasis on 

interconnectedness, the specific institutional mechanisms and the unique Igbo articulation of 

this humanism remain underexamined. The second is the enduring debate in political theory 

concerning the tension between the individual and the collective. Onye aghana nwanne 

ya offer a unique resolution to this tension, proposing a model not of stifling collectivism, but 

of curated communalism, where individual ambition and success are celebrated precisely 

because they are embedded within a network of mutual obligation and are ultimately directed 

toward the upliftment of the whole. 

To advance this argument, this article is structured in four parts. The first section delves into 

the philosophical and proverbial foundations of Onye aghana nwanne ya, unpacking its 

nuances as captured in Igbo orature. The second section analyzes its historical and practical 

institutionalization, focusing on the formidable town union system (ndi otu) as a testament to 

its efficacy in driving grassroots development. The third section constructs a theoretical model, 

illustrating how the core tenets of this ethos, mutual accountability, shared risk, and distributive 

justice, can be translated into national policy frameworks for education, healthcare, and 

economic planning. Finally, the conclusion reflects on the broader implications of this study, 

suggesting that the path to a more cohesive and progressive nationhood in Nigeria and beyond 

may be guided by the timeless, yet urgently contemporary, wisdom of being our siblings' 

/neighbours’ keeper. 

 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

This review synthesizes existing scholarship across the fields of African philosophy, political 

theory, and development studies to situate the argument that the Igbo maxim “Onye aghana 

nwanne ya” can be scaled from a kinship ethic to a model for national development. It is 
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organized around the five core concepts of this inquiry: Igbo Thought, Kinship, Onye Aghana 

Nwanne Ya, Communal Progress, and Nationhood. 

Igbo Thought: Philosophical Foundations and Political Expressions 

The scholarly landscape of Igbo Thought is rich but often fragmented. Foundational works by 

scholars like Opata (1987) on Igbo proverbial lore and Okafor (1992) on traditional ethics have 

meticulously catalogued the system's core values, including industry, achievement, and 

reciprocity. These studies, however, often treat the philosophical system as a historical or 

anthropological artifact. The political dimensions of Igbo thought have been explored through 

the lens of its acephalous, republican political structures (Forte, 2001; Nwala, 1985), 

highlighting its inherent distrust of centralized authority and its emphasis on diffuse power. 

More recently, thinkers like Chiluwa (2015) have examined the persistence of these values in 

digital spaces. Yet, a critical gap remains: while the descriptive and historical analyses are 

robust, there is a scarcity of works that perform the prescriptive task of systematically 

translating these philosophical tenets into a forward-looking model for modern governance, 

which this study aims to provide. 

Kinship: The Micro-Foundations of Social Organization 

The concept of kinship in Igboland has been extensively documented as the bedrock of social 

organization. The works of Uchendu (1965) remain seminal, illustrating how the ụmụnna 

(patrilineage) functions as the primary unit of identity, mutual aid, and social control. This 

scholarship correctly positions kinship as the original domain of the “nwanne” (sibling) 

relationship, governed by unwritten codes of conduct and obligation. Studies on the Igbo 

apprenticeship system (Igbo Ịgba Boyị), such as those by Okoro (2018), demonstrate how these 

kinship networks are leveraged for economic socialization and capital formation, proving their 

efficacy at a communal level. However, the prevailing narrative in the literature, as seen in 

Green (1964) and others, is that these strong kin-based loyalties can be a barrier to the 

formation of broader national identity and modern statecraft - a phenomenon often labelled as 

"particularism" or "tribalism." This study directly challenges this narrative, arguing that kinship 

is not a barrier but a prototype, whose underlying logic of mutual responsibility can be 

abstracted and scaled. 

Onye Aghana Nwanne Ya: Between Maxim and Philosophy 

The specific maxim Onye Aghana Nwanne Ya is frequently mentioned in ethnographies and 

studies of Igbo culture as a quintessential expression of communal morality. It is often grouped 

with other proverbs emphasizing interdependence. However, its treatment in the literature is 

largely cursory, relegated to an illustration of micro-level solidarity rather than being analyzed 

as a standalone, robust philosophical principle. Crucially, it is often overshadowed in trans-

African philosophical discourse by the more widely theorized concept of Ubuntu from 

Southern Africa (Ramose, 1999; Metz, 2011). While Ubuntu’s declaration that “a person is a 

person through other persons” has garnered significant philosophical attention, the distinct, 

action-oriented imperative of Onye Aghana Nwanne Ya - “Be your brother’s keeper”, remains 
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underdeveloped in comparative philosophy. This study elevates the maxim from a passing Igbo 

saying to a central subject of analysis, arguing that its prescriptive and obligatory nature offers 

a more direct link to institutional and policy design than the more ontological Ubuntu. 

Communal Progress: Indigenous Models and Their Limits 

The discourse on communal progress in Africa is dominated by two often conflicting 

paradigms: Western-led development models and critiques thereof. The failure of Structural 

Adjustment Programs (SAPs) and top-down approaches has been well-documented (Ferguson, 

1994), leading to a search for “alternative modernities” and “endogenous development.” 

Within this search, the Igbo town union system (ndi otu obodo) has been identified as a 

successful indigenous engine of development (Nnamchi, 2017; Smock & Smock, 1972). These 

studies rightly credit town unions with building schools, roads, and hospitals through collective 

levies and communal labour. Yet, the literature on these unions typically analyses them as 

singular, successful institutions, without fully tracing their success back to the 

foundational philosophy of Onye Aghana Nwanne Ya that animates them. This creates a 

disconnect between practice and principle. This study bridges that gap, positing that the town 

union is not an anomaly but a concrete proof-of-concept, demonstrating how the underlying 

philosophy drives communal progress. 

Nationhood: The Unresolved Challenge of Scale 

Finally, the concept of the modern Nationhood in post-colonial Africa, as articulated by 

theorists like Anderson (1983) on "imagined communities" and Young (2012) on the post-

colonial state, is often characterized as a fragile construct, struggling to overcome sub-national 

loyalties. The prevailing assumption, as noted in the kinship section, is that the strength of 

ethnic and kin-based solidarity (primordial ties) weakens the bonds of national citizenship 

(civic ties). This literature presents a problem - the "crisis of the nation-state", but offers few 

solutions from within African intellectual traditions. It is at this critical juncture that this study 

makes its most significant intervention. By synthesizing the threads of Igbo thought, the micro-

logic of kinship, the imperative of Onye Aghana Nwanne Ya, and the proven mechanism 

for communal progress, it proposes a novel pathway to a more resilient nationhood. It argues 

for a re-imagined civic sphere where the nation is conceptualized as a scaled-up family, bound 

not by blood but by a shared social contract modelled on the duty-bound relationship 

of “nwanne.” 

Lacuna in the Literature Review 

In summary, while the existing literature expertly documents the components of this study in 

isolation, it fails to connect them into a coherent and scalable political theory. This review has 

identified a clear gap: the need to intellectually tether the well-documented institution of the 

town union to its philosophical underpinning (Onye Aghana Nwanne) Ya and to demonstrate 

how this kinship-based principle can be abstracted to address the quintessential modern 

problem of forging a cohesive and progressive Nationhood. This study aims to fill that gap. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study is situated within a unique theoretical framework that bridges African philosophy, 

political theory, and development economics. It employs a two structure to analyse the 

scalability of “Onye aghana nwanne ya”: first, by grounding it in African Communalism; and 

second, by engaging with Communitarian Political Theory to facilitate its scaling to the nation-

state. This integrated framework allows for a movement from philosophical foundation, to 

political application. 

African Communalism 

The primary philosophical anchor for this study is the school of African Communalism. This 

paradigm, articulated by philosophers like John Mbiti (1969) in his seminal statement, "I am 

because we are," posits that individual identity and flourishing are inextricably linked to the 

community. The community is not a mere collection of individuals but an organic whole that 

precedes and constitutes the person. 

Application to this Study: Onye aghana nwanne ya is interpreted as a quintessential 

expression of Igbo communalism. This framework provides the ontological foundation, 

establishing that the Igbo worldview traditionally does not conceive of the individual as an 

isolated, autonomous agent (as in classical liberalism) but as a node within a network of mutual 

obligations. This lens justifies the initial analysis of the maxim as a kinship ethic. However, 

this study will also critically engage with communalism's limitations, particularly the challenge 

of its presumed boundary, the ethnic group - and explore the philosophical work required to 

expand this boundary to the national level. 

Communitarian Political Theory 

To bridge the gap between the micro-ethics of kinship and the macro-politics of nationhood, 

this study draws upon Communitarian Political Theory, as advanced by thinkers like Sandel 

(1998) and Taylor (1992). Communitarianism critiques the liberal prioritization of the right 

over the good and the unencumbered self, arguing that individuals are constituted by their 

communal attachments and that a just society must foster a shared conception of the common 

good. 

Application to this Study 

This framework provides the intellectual justification for scaling “Onye aghana nwanne ya.” It 

allows us to reconceptualize the modern nation-state not as a neutral procedural republic but as 

a "community of communities" bound by a shared social contract. Within this lens, the 

redefinition of “nwanne” from a kin-member to a fellow citizen is a communitarian act of re-

imagining political identity. The study will use communitarian theory to argue that the nation 

can and should be structured around a thick set of mutual obligations, much like the kinship 

group, and that the Igbo principle offers a culturally-grounded blueprint for such a project. This 
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directly counters the liberal fear that such a model leads to authoritarianism, by highlighting 

the Igbo tradition of decentralized, republican deliberation within its communal structure. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive, and decolonial research design, grounded in 

critical indigenous methodology. The goal is to understand, interpret, and project the Igbo 

communitarian ethic “Onye Aghana Nwanne Ya” not just as a cultural value, but as a lived 

system of thought with developmental potential. The study prioritizes Igbo epistemology, how 

knowledge is transmitted, preserved, and applied within the community, over Western 

frameworks of social inquiry. The research will be conducted in selected communities in 

Anambra, Enugu, and Imo States, regions known for their rich preservation of Igbo traditional 

governance, age-grade systems, and communal practices. 

 

FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS AND ETHICAL IMPERATIVES OF "ONYE AGHANA 

NWANNE YA" 

This is analysed through the framework of African Communalism, which provides the 

ontological foundation that the individual is constituted by their community (Mbiti, 1969). This 

framework moves the analysis from a simple translation of the maxim to an excavation of a 

world-view. The existing literature often treats this maxim as a simple quintessential expression 

of solidarity. Scholars like Opata (1987) and Okafor (1992) catalogue it among other Igbo 

sayings but rarely dissect it as a standalone, comprehensive philosophy. According to Ramose, 

(1999); Metz, (2011), it is frequently overshadowed in broader African philosophical discourse 

by the more widely cited concept of Ubuntu leading to a gap in understanding its unique 

structural elements. 

The Igbo philosophical culture of "Onye aghana nwanne ya" is revealed as a complex ethical 

system governing social relations. The principle is rooted in the understanding that personhood 

is relational. An elder interviewee, Mazi Okeke, articulated this succinctly: "A tree cannot make 

a forest. A single broomstick is useless, but tied together, we can sweep the world. This is what 

it means to be a person – to be tied to others." This echoes Mbiti's (1969) famous dictum, "I 

am because we are," positioning the community as the source of individual identity. The 

survival of the individual is inextricably linked to the group. This is not optional cooperation 

but a fundamental reality. As another community leader Mazi Ụmụnnakwe noted, "In the past, 

if your yam barn burned down, you will not starve because your nwanne would feed you. Your 

problem was their problem. That is how we survived." 

The Igbo system encourages individual achievement, but within a communal context. The 

success of one member is a point of pride and a resource for the whole.  Nduka, a university 

professor interviewed stated, "We have a saying, 'Onye ji ndu onye ozo ji nke ya' (You use 

another's life to live your own). You see a successful person and you are inspired, but that 

person is also expected to pull others up. It is competitive, but the competition is for the ultimate 
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benefit of the community."  The key term "Aghana" (Do not leave) is a verb of action. It is an 

imperative to proactively intervene. As one female leader emphasized, "It is not a feeling, it is 

a doing. If you see your nwanne struggling and you just look and say 'sorry,' you have failed. 

You must act. You must help. "The community is the ultimate social safety net. This creates a 

system of distributive justice where, as one elder put it, "No one should be left to die of hunger 

or sickness. It is a shame on all of us if one of us is abandoned." 

An elder from Enugu State Mazi Nwobodo explained: "Onye aghana nwanne ya is not just a 

saying in Igbo Philosophy; it is the law of our ancestors. It means your life is not your own 

alone. It is a life of seeing and being seen. If I have yam and my nwanne has none, my pot must 

cook for both of us. This is not kindness; it is the law of being a person." A community leader 

in Anambra Mazi Nwokoye elaborated: "The 'aghana' is the key. It is a command. It means 'do 

not be blind,' 'do not pretend you did not see.' It is an active eye and an active hand." 

From African Communalism Mbiti (1969), we can analyse this not as a sentiment but as an 

ontology. Mbiti’s assertion that "I am because we are" provides the foundational element. The 

individual's existence is co-constituted by their community. The ethical imperatives flow from 

this relational ontology. Active responsibility (the verb aghana commands proactive 

intervention), mutual interdependence and collective accountability (the community is the 

primary social safety net). The philosophy is a sophisticated system where being a person 

entails an enforceable ethical duty to proactively ensure the well-being of the other, who is seen 

as an extension of the self. 

 

OPERATIONALIZATION BY THE TOWN UNION SYSTEM AND LESSONS FOR 

GOVERNANCE 

Scholars like Smock & Smock (1972) and Nnamchi (2017) have documented the town union 

as a powerful engine for grassroots development, crediting it with building schools and 

infrastructure. However, the literature often analyses it as a successful institution without 

explicitly tracing its efficacy back to the animating philosophy of Onye aghana nwanne ya, 

creating a disconnect between practice and principle. A President-General of a town union in 

Imo State Mazi Udezue stated: "The union is the modern umunna. When we levy every adult, 

it is not a tax. It is the practical meaning of Onye aghana nwanne ya. We are building a 

classroom block for our children together, because if I build only for my child and my 

neighbour cannot, we have all failed. The union makes this maxim work for everyone." A 

member noted: "If you refuse to pay your levy, you are not just offending the leaders. You are 

failing your nwanne. People will talk. Your family will feel shame. This pressure is what makes 

things happen." 

The town union (otu ndị obodo) is the institutional engine of this Igbo cultural philosophy. The 

union formalized the "nwanne" duty. A town union president Mr. Arum explained, "In the 

union, we are all ndi obodo (children of the town). Your duty to the town is as strong as your 

duty to your immediate family. The monthly levy is not a tax; it is your contribution to 
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your nwanne." This created a powerful, mandatory form of social capital. The unions 

channelled collective resources into tangible projects. As documented by Nnamchi (2017), this 

led to the building of schools, hospitals, and roads. An interviewee involved in a project 

recalled, "When we decided to build our health center, everyone contributed - some gave 

money, others gave sand, others gave their labour. It was Onye aghana nwanne ya in action. 

The government was nowhere to be found." 

Decisions were made through inclusive debate, reflecting a communitarian model of 

participatory governance (Sandel, 1998). The union demonstrates the principle of handling 

matters at the most local level possible. This suggests a governance model where the state 

empowers local communities rather than dictating to them. The union's efficacy was built on 

high social trust. Modern governments, plagued by citizen distrust, can learn that "building 

transparent, accountable institutions is not just a goal of good governance, it is its primary 

infrastructure" (based on analysis of Putnam, 2000).  

Social Capital Theory (Putnam, 2000) provides the mechanistic explanation. The town union 

converts the bonding social capital of the kin-group into the bridging social capital required for 

community-wide projects. The principle creates high trust (social capital), which lowers the 

transaction costs of collective action. The mandatory levies and social sanctions are 

institutional mechanisms that enforce the communal ethic. Development is most effective when 

driven by the most local unit possible. The state should focus on building transparent, 

accountable institutions that earn public trust, which is as critical as physical infrastructure. 

The state's role should be to empower and resource organic community structures, not just to 

provide services directly (welfare state) or deregulate (neoliberal state). 

 

CHALLENGES AND POSSIBILITIES IN REDEFINING "NWANNE" AS CITIZEN 

The literature on the post-colonial state (Young, 2012) often identifies strong ethnic and kin-

based loyalties as a primary challenge to national cohesion, framing it as a "problem of 

particularism." The assumption is that these micro-solidarities are antithetical to the macro-

solidarity required for nation-building. 

A university lecturer in Anambra Mr. Umeh expressed scepticism: "Theoretically, it is 

beautiful. But practically, we have been taught for decades that our nwanne is only from our 

state. How do you convince a man in Lagos to see the stranger from another tribe as 

his nwanne when our politics is 'us' versus 'them'?" Also, a youth corps member serving in a 

different ethnic region shared a different view: "Living here has taught me that we are all the 

same. The same struggles, the same hopes. If the government and media could push this 

message of one Nigeria as one family, this philosophy could work. It starts with a new story." 

Communitarian Political Theory (Sandel, 1998; Taylor, 1992) justifies this scaling. 

Communitarians argue that a polity cannot be neutral; it must foster a shared conception of the 

good life and common good. Redefining nwanne as citizen is an act of constructing a powerful, 
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culturally-grounded "constitutive narrative" for the nation-state. It challenges the liberal notion 

of the "unencumbered self" by positing that our civic obligations are as fundamental as our 

familial ones. Challenge: The depth of ethnic particularism and the risk of political 

instrumentalization. The Problem of Particularism: Interviews revealed deep scepticism. A 

young professional stated, "It is a beautiful idea, but let's be real. The trust I have for my village 

brother is not the same for a stranger from another tribe. Our politicians have used 'brotherhood' 

only for their own ethnic groups." This highlights the risk of the principle being co-opted for 

sectarian interests. 

It provides an indigenous foundation for a civic nationalism based on mutual responsibility, 

creating a more robust moral foundation for taxation, national service, and social welfare than 

abstract patriotism. Communitarian Political Theory justifies this move. As Taylor (1992) 

argues, a strong political community requires a shared identity. Redefining nwanne as citizen 

provides a powerful, indigenous narrative for building a Nigerian civic identity, answering the 

liberal question of "Why should I care?" with a communitarian answer: "Because our shared 

citizenship is a modern form of kinship, entailing mutual responsibility." This redefinition 

transforms the principle into a public ethic, justifying progressive taxation, national social 

insurance, and a politics of solidarity over individualism. 

 

POLICY FRAMEWORK: AN ONYE AGHANA NWANNE YA MODEL VS. 

PREVAILING SYSTEMS 

This question requires applying the scaled communitarian logic to create a distinct model. It 

positions the Onye aghana nwanne ya model as a communitarian-catalytic alternative to the 

individualist neoliberal model and the bureaucratic welfare-state model. The proposed model 

is communitarian-catalytic. Education: A Communal-State Partnership Fund, where the state 

matches funds raised by alumni associations and community trusts for school infrastructure 

and scholarships. This differs from the neoliberal model (vouchers, privatization) and the 

welfare-state model (sole state provision) by actively leveraging communal bonds for 

educational development. Healthcare: A National Health Insurance Scheme that uses 

community organizations and religious groups as trusted intermediaries for enrolment, 

premium collection, and local oversight. As one interviewee suggested, "People trust their 

church or union more than the government. Use that trust to make healthcare work for 

everyone." This blends communal trust with state-scale resources. Economic 

Planning: Catalytic Support for Communal Enterprise. Instead of only courting Foreign Direct 

Investment (neoliberal) or creating state-owned enterprises (statist), the government would 

provide grants and training for cooperative businesses, formalize the Igbo apprenticeship 

system, and create community venture funds. 
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DIALOGUE WITH GLOBAL PHILOSOPHIES AND THEORIES 

This positions the Igbo model within global discourse, showing its points of convergence and 

its unique contributions. The global discourse on communitarianism is often dominated by 

Western theorists (Sandel, Taylor) critiquing liberalism, and by the Southern African 

philosophy of Ubuntu. This model enters this conversation as a distinct Igbo voice. This 

positions the Igbo model within global discourse, showing its points of convergence and its 

unique contributions 

Dialogue with Ubuntu: It confirms and complements the core communitarian thesis of Ubuntu. 

However, it challenges Ubuntu by being more prescriptive and action-oriented. 

While Ubuntu is often phrased as a descriptive ontology ("I am because we are"), Onye aghana 

nwanne ya is an imperative ethic ("Be your brother's keeper"), offering a clearer bridge from 

philosophy to policy and institutional design. Challenge to Liberal Individualism: It stands as 

a direct challenge to the neoliberal orthodoxy. It rejects the concept of the "rational economic 

man" acting in isolated self-interest, proposing instead a "relational civic person" whose 

motivations and well-being are tied to duty and solidarity. 

It complements the work of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum by agreeing that the goal of 

development is to expand human capabilities. However, it adds a crucial layer: it argues that 

the most effective vehicle for expanding these capabilities is a vibrant, duty-bound community, 

not just state intervention or individual market choice. Contribution to Communitarian Political 

Theory: It enriches Western communitarianism by providing a non-authoritarian, real-world 

example. Unlike communitarian models that risk majoritarian tyranny, the Igbo model, with its 

decentralized, republican town union structure, presents a form of communitarianism that 

is bottom-up, pluralistic, and resistant to centralized coercion. 

 

FINDINGS 

This research yields five central findings that collectively demonstrate the viability of scaling 

the Igbo philosophy of "Onye aghana nwanne ya" into a national development model. 

A Coherent Philosophical System: The study finds that "Onye aghana nwanne ya" is not a 

mere proverb but a sophisticated philosophical system built on a relational ontology. Its 

fundamental elements are mutual interdependence and curated competition, which translate 

into the ethical imperatives of active responsibility and collective accountability. This system 

functions as a social contract where individual identity is contingent upon fulfilling communal 

duties. 

A Proven Institutional Mechanism: The historical analysis of the Igbo town union (otu 

obodo) reveals it as the primary institution for operationalizing this philosophy. It successfully 

translated kinship-based ethics into community-wide civic action by generating high levels of 

social capital, enforcing collective financial contributions, and applying social sanctions. This 
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institution stands as empirical proof that the principle can drive efficient, grassroots-led 

development. 

The Viability and Challenge of Scaling "Nwanne": The research confirms that theoretically, 

redefining "nwanne" from kin to citizen is justified by Communitarian Political Theory, which 

argues for constitutive narratives that bind a polity. This redefinition expands the principle's 

applicability to form the basis of a civic-national identity and a moral justification for a national 

social contract. However, the primary practical challenge is overcoming deep-seated ethnic 

particularism and the political instrumentalization of narrower identities. 

A Distinct "Communitarian-Catalytic" Policy Model: The study concludes that a policy 

framework derived from Onye aghana nwanne ya is distinct from prevailing models. It is 

neither individualist (like neoliberalism) nor impersonally bureaucratic (like the welfare state). 

Instead, it proposes a communitarian-catalytic approach where the state's primary role is to 

empower, resource, and partner with organic community structures (e.g., alumni associations, 

cooperatives, religious groups) to deliver public goods, leveraging existing social trust. 

A Unique Contribution to Global Discourse: The Onye aghana nwanne ya model makes a 

unique intervention in global theory. It affirms African communalism (Ubuntu) but provides a 

more action-oriented, prescriptive framework. It challenges neoliberal individualism by 

positing a "relational civic person" and enriches Western communitarianism by offering a real-

world example that is decentralized, democratic, and resistant to authoritarian centralization. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings, this study proposes the following actionable recommendations for 

policymakers, civil society, and educational institutions: 

For Curriculum Development: The philosophy of "Onye aghana nwanne ya" and the history 

of the town union system should be integrated into Civic Education and Social Studies curricula 

at primary and secondary levels. This will foster an understanding of citizenship rooted in 

communal responsibility from a young age, helping to scale the concept of "nwanne." 

For National Policy Design: Adopt a "Community Matching Grant" System: In sectors like 

education and primary healthcare, the federal and state governments should establish 

transparent frameworks to match funds raised by certified community associations (alumni, 

town unions) for specific projects. This leverages communal initiative and oversight for more 

efficient and sustainable outcomes. Structure Social Investment Programmes around 

Community Gatekeepers: National social welfare and insurance schemes should be designed 

to work through trusted local institutions for registration, verification, and implementation to 

build trust and improve effectiveness. 

For Constitutional and Political Reform: Advocate for Fiscal Federalism, further devolve 

power and resources to states and local governments. This empowers communities to solve 
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their own problems, applying the principle of subsidiarity demonstrated by the town union 

system. 

Promote a Politics of Inclusion: Political leaders and parties should be encouraged through 

civic action to move beyond divisive ethnic rhetoric and consciously frame national 

development as a collective project of all "citizen-nwanne." 

For Further Research: A pilot study should be commissioned to design and implement a 

"Communal Matching Grant" for school infrastructure in a select local government area, with 

its efficacy rigorously measured against traditional procurement models. Detailed ethnographic 

research is needed to document the specific conflict-resolution and governance mechanisms 

within town unions to extract more nuanced lessons for local government administration. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study set out to investigate the potential of the Igbo philosophical principle, "Onye aghana 

nwanne ya," to serve as a model for national development. The journey from kinship to 

nationhood, while fraught with challenges, is not only theoretically plausible but also grounded 

in a proven historical precedent, the Igbo town union system. 

The research conclusively demonstrates that this indigenous maxim encapsulates a robust 

political and social theory capable of addressing the twin crises of social fragmentation and 

stunted development. By successfully scaling the concept of "nwanne" through the lens of 

communitarian political theory, the study offers a powerful, culturally-grounded alternative to 

the failed or ailing imported paradigms. The proposed communitarian-catalytic model presents 

a "third way" that harnesses the power of community and social trust as critical development 

infrastructure, with the state playing a facilitating rather than a domineering or distant role. 

Ultimately, this work is more than an academic exercise; it is an act of intellectual recovery 

and re-imagination. It argues that the solutions to Nigeria's, and indeed, many of Africa's - most 

pressing problems may not lie in distant capitals or foreign models, but within the timeless 

wisdom of its own cultures. The path to a more cohesive, progressive, and humane nationhood 

may well be paved by the simple, yet profound, imperative to be our brother's and our sister's 

keeper. 
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