A PROFILE OF OKO-IRESE, KWARA STATE, NIGERIA

Brief History of Oko-Irese

Oko-Irese is one of the ancient Yoruba towns situated in Irepodun Local Government Area of
Kwara State. The town traces its origin to the migration waves of the Yoruba people,
particularly from Ile-Ife, the ancestral home of the Yoruba. Oral history and traditional
accounts attribute the founding of Oko to a prince or hunter who migrated from Oyo or Ile-Ife

in search of fertile land and security.

The suffix “-Irese” is often added to distinguish the town from other similarly named places
and to identify its cultural and historical connection to Irese lineage. The town grew to bf:cgme
a central settlement in the area and has maintained its identity through centuries of colonialism,
political changes, and modernization.

Oko in Oyo State, Igbaja, and Oko-Irese (Kwara State) share a deep ancestral connection
through the Irese lineage, which originated from ancient Yoruba migration and settlement

traditions. Though separated by geography and state boundaries today, their shared l;eritage,
customs, and oral history reflect a powerful bond that continues to shape their identity.

Culture and Tradition of Oko People

The people of Oko-Irese are Yoruba by ethnicity, and they share rich cultural traditions with
other Yoruba communities. They are known for their communal living, respect for elders,

strong moral values, and vibrant cultural practices.

The native food and drink of Oko-Irese are; amala or éka in local parlance (yam flour meal)
with ila, or ewedu or gbegiri soup, pounded yam (iyan) with egusi (melon seed) soup or
vegetable (efo) soup, eko (corn pudding) and ekuru, palm wine (known locally as “emu™)
and oguro are traditional drinks consumed, especially during festivals and social gatherings.

The major cultural festivals of Oko-Irese include; Egungun Festival, Odun Aye, Oro

Festival, Oko Day.

The Egungun Festival is a festival in which Masquerade festivities that honor the ancestors,
typically celebrated with music, dance, and rituals. Odiin Ayé, also referred to as the New
Yam Festival, is an age-long traditional celebration in Oko-Irese that marks the beginning of
a new harvest season — especially the harvesting of yam, which is considered the king of
crops. Odin Ayé is not just about food — it is a sacred time of thanksgiving, cultural
reaffirmation, unity, and hope for the future. It reinforces the people's connection to the land,
their history, and each other. The Oro Festival is a traditional male-only festival, celebrated
for spiritual cleansing and the appeasement of ancestors. Oko Day, a modern socio-cultural
festival is organized by the indigenes to foster development and celebrate the heritage of Oko.

Norms and Traditions

Being a Yoruba community, Oko-Irese upholds many of the traditional values and customs
associated with the Yoruba people. There is a deep respect for the elderly and traditional
institutions, which are seen as the custodians of wisdom. heritage, and community cohesion.
The people of Oko-lrese make extensive use of proverbs and folk songs, especially in
storytelling and moral instruction. passing down lessons and cultural knowledge from one
generation to another. Social ceremonies such as marriages, naming cercmonies.-and burials
are conducted with a blend of traditional rites and religious observances. reflecting the
town's cultural depth and the coexistence of Christianity, Islam, and indigenous beliefs.



Taboos and Penalties in Oko Land

Oko, like many Yoruba communities, has taboos and traditional laws known as “Eéwo”, which
are enforced by customs and elders. Violations are believed to attract spiritual consequences or

social punishment.

In Oko-Irese, as in many traditional Yoruba communities, certain actions are considered taboos

(ééwd) and are strictly forbidden due to their spiritual, cultural, or social implications. .t_\mong

these taboos are the killing or consumption of animals regarded as sacred, which are

believed to be spiritually significant. Incest or marriage within prohibited kinship circles 1s

also strictly forbidden, as it is seen as a violation of ancestral codes. Disrespect toward e.l(‘iers
or traditional rulers is considered a serious offense, as these figures hold esteemed positions
in both governance and spiritual matters. Additionally, performing rituals at forbidden times
or by unauthorized persons—such as women witnessing the Oro ritual—is t_aboo.
Desecrating sacred places, including shrines or ancestral groves, is another grave violation of
community norm. Rape is also considered a very serious taboo in Oko-Irese that attracts very

severe consequences if proven.

When taboos are broken, the community enforces various penalties to restore harmony and
spiritual balance. Offenders may be required to make a public apology and perform
appeasement sacrifices to the affected deities or spirits. Fines—often in the form of kolanut,
livestock (like goats), yams, or other traditional items—may be imposed to support cleansing
rituals. In more serious cases, the individual may face ostracism, either temporarily or
permanently, from community events and privileges. If the offense is deemed spiritually
dangerous, traditional curses or sanctions may be invoked to deter future violations and

protect the collective well-being of the town.

The Role of the King and Others in Dispute Resolution

The traditional ruler of Oko-Irese is known as the Oloko of Oko. As the custodian of culture
and chief arbiter of traditional affairs, the Oloko plays a pivotal role in maintaining peace,
unity, and justice within the community. He oversees the resolution of communal disputes and
family feuds through peaceful dialogue and traditional processes. In his role, he presides over
the community customary courts and listens to appeals involving land matters, inheritance
issues, and social disagreements. He works hand-in-hand with the council of chiefs (Oloko-
in-Council), elders, and lineage heads to ensure harmony and fairness in decision-making.

This council includes respected figures such as the High Chiefs (king makers) — Eesa, Aro,
Odofin, and Asanlu, with the 7 ward heads, along with leaders of various age-grade groups.
These individuals serve as mediators and advisers, helping to settle civil cases ranging from
land and boundary disputes to marital and family concerns.

In line with the broader judicial tradition of Yoruba culture, dispute resolution in Oko-Irese
emphasizes mediation, reconciliation, and compensation rather than punitive measures. The
goal is to preserve relationships, uphold communal values, and maintain social stabilitv rather
than enforce punishment for its own sake. This approach reflects the deeply communal spirit
of the Yoruba people.

Associations, Groups, and Community Development in Oko-Irese

Oko-Irese boasts a rich network of community associations, development unions. and
youth groups, which play vital roles in the town’s socio-economic progress. These group:
mobilize resources, promote unity, and initiate development projects that benefit the entire
community.



One of the most notable groups is the Oko Development Association (ODA), formerly known
as the Oko Progressive Union (OPU). This body brings together indigenes from within and
outside the town to plan and execute projects that improve the community’s infrastructure and
welfare. There are also vibrant associations such as women’s associations that take active roles
in promoting hygiene, education, and health awareness among families, and market
associations headed by Baba-laje and Iya-laje, that see to the development of economic
activities within the community.

Youth and student associations contribute through organizing academic seminars, sporting
events, and civic engagement programs. In addition, religious organizations, both Christian
and Muslim, complement these efforts by building schools, conducting medical outreach, and
fostering moral and spiritual growth.

These collective efforts have yielded tangible results. The town has witnessed the construction
of town halls, access roads, community schools, and boreholes. Scholarship schemes and
empowerment programs for youth and women have improved access to education and
economic opportunity. These groups also serve as advocates for political recognition, striving
to ensure that Oko receives its fair share of attention and support from local and state
governments.

Agriculture in Oko-Irese

Oko-Irese is an agrarian community whose economy is strongly rooted in farming and agro-
based activities. Blessed with fertile soil and a favorable climate, the town supports both
subsistence and small-scale commercial agriculture, which provides a livelihood for a
majority of its residents.

Among the major crops cultivated are yam, celebrated as the “king of crops” and featured
prominently during the New Yam Festival (Odiin Ay¢). Other essential crops include cassava,
used in making staples like garri and fufu; maize, grown for both food and animal feed; and a
variety of vegetables, such as okra (ila), spinach (¢f0), pepper, and tomatoes. Farmers also
produce cowpeas (beans), plantains, and bananas from home gardens and plantations like
cashew. Though less common, cocoa and palm produce are also cultivated by some as cash
Ccrops.

Livestock farming is another important agricultural activity. Residents rear poultry, goats, and
sheep, while small-scale fishing is practiced in local streams and ponds.

The economic and cultural significance of agriculture in Oko cannot be overstated. Surplus
produce is traded in local markets and neighboring communities, enhancing food security and
generating income. Agricultural activities also foster community cooperation, especially
during planting and harvest seasons. One of such communal cooperation is known as éwé in
local parlance, where able young men form different compounds come together to work on
their farms in turns. Furthermore, festivals like Odin Aye, as mentioned earlier, highlight the
community's spiritual and emotional connection to the land and its bounty. .

Other Important Facts About Oko-Irese

Oko-Irese is a community characterized by religious tolerance and harmony, where
Christianity, Islam, and traditional beliefs coexist peacefully. The people plih‘:t‘, a high
premium on education, which is reflected in the presence of institutions such as Thomas
Adewumi University, a notable higher institution located in the town.



in terms of security, Oko benefits from the vigilance of local security groups, including

wraditional hunters and community-led neighborhood watch teams, which help maintain peace

tourism potential, thanks to its rich cultural festivals,

and deter crime. The town also has
le destination for cultural

natural scenery. a'lnd historical heritage — all of which make it a viab
and eco-tourism in Kwara State.

Conclusion
a State. Its

Oko-Irese is a culturally rich and historically significant Yoruba town in Kwar
d are committed to

people uphold strong traditional values, honor their heritage, an
development. Through the leadership of the Oloko and the collective efforts of associations

and individuals, the town continues to thrive both culturally and socio-economically.



