R~ TR
u‘;g@,_ﬂ\’,

1JLLC

International Journal of Language, Literature and Culture (IJLLC)

ISSN: 2582-9823
Vol-4, Issue-5, Sep-Oct 2024

Journal DOI: 10.22161 /ijllc
Article CrossRef DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.22161 /ijllc.4.5.8

Peer-Reviewed Journal

Exploring Disability within Igbo Cultural
Identity: A Philosophical Inquiry

Ignatius Nnaemeka Onwuatuegwu pnp

Philosophy Department, Faculty of Arts , Nnamdi Azikiwe University Awka, Nigeria

in.onwuatuegwu@unizik.edu.ng

Article Info

Abstract

Received: 29 Aug 2024,

Received in revised form: 30 Sep 2024,
Accepted: 06 Oct 2024,

Available online: 12 Oct 2024

Keywords— Disability, Cultural
identity, Igbo society, Attitudinal
barriers, Inclusivity.

©2024 The Author(s). Published by Al
Publications. This is an open access
article under the CC BY license

This article delves into the intricate relationship between
disability and cultural identity within the Igbo society of
Nigeria. Drawing upon philosophical inquiry, it examines the
attitudinal barriers, cultural perceptions, and ethical
dimensions surrounding disability. While negative beliefs
rooted in cultural mythology perpetuate stigma and
marginalization, the Igbo community also demonstrates
instances of reverence and acceptance towards disabled
individuals. Through an analysis of ethical theories and
human rights frameworks, the article advocates for greater
inclusivity and recognition of disability rights within Igbo
culture. Despite historical challenges, signs of progress
towards a more inclusive society are evident, fueled by
educational advancements and awareness campaigns. By
engaging in ongoing dialogue and critical reflection, the Igbo
community can steer towards a future that embraces the
diversity of its members and fosters a more just and
compassionate society.

I. INTRODUCTION

perceived and understood. Traditional beliefs,
passed down through generations, shape

In the culturally vibrant landscape of Igbo
society in Nigeria, the concept of disability is not
merely a physical or medical condition but a
multifaceted phenomenon intricately woven into
the fabric of cultural beliefs and social norms
(Okwudire, 2013). Disability transcends mere
physical impairments; it
spectrum of challenges and limitations that
individuals face in various aspects of life. Within
the Igbo community, these challenges are often
magnified due to deeply ingrained cultural

encompasses a

interpretations and societal structures (Marten
& Eskay, 2009).

The rich varieties of Igbo culture offers a

nuanced lens through which disability is
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attitudes towards disability, often imbuing it
with layers of stigma, misconceptions, and
marginalization. These beliefs may range from
viewing disability as a divine punishment for
past transgressions (Okwudire, 2013) to
attributing supernatural causes to certain
impairments (Marten & Eskay, 2009). Such
interpretations not only influence individual
perceptions but also permeate
institutions, affecting access to education,
employment, healthcare, and social
participation for disabled individuals (Ozoji,
Abang & Onwuegbuzie, 2014).

societal
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Moreover, Igbo society's emphasis on communal
values and interconnectedness (Onwuatuegwu,
2024) adds another layer to the discourse on
disability. The Igbo sense of communalism has,
affected or influenced their general attitude to
life. Hence, the social tie with community
members is so much cherished by the Igbo that
nothing whatsoever is allowed to tamper with
this belongingness (Onwuatuegwu, 2022). While
community  support and solidarity are
celebrated virtues, they can also inadvertently
lead to the exclusion of disabled individuals
who may be perceived as unable to contribute
to the collective welfare in conventional ways
(Marten & Eskay, 2009). This creates a paradox
where notions of unity and inclusivity may
clash with deeply ingrained prejudices and
stereotypes against disability (Eskay, 2009).

In navigating these complexities, ethical
theories and human rights frameworks offer
valuable insights and principles for reevaluating
Igbo cultural attitudes towards disability. By
invoking principles of dignity, autonomy, and
justice, advocates can challenge discriminatory
practices and promote the rights of disabled
individuals to full participation and inclusion in
all aspects of society (Ozoji et al., 2014). This
philosophical inquiry serves as a call to action,
urging the Igbo community to embrace a more
inclusive and equitable approach towards
disability, grounded in respect for human
dignity and the recognition of diversity as a
source of strength rather than weakness.

Succinctly, the exploration of disability within
Igbo society reveals a rich tapestry of cultural
interpretations, social dynamics, and ethical
considerations. By critically examining these
complexities, we can pave the way for a more
inclusive and compassionate society that
celebrates the inherent worth and potential of
all its members, regardless of ability.

II. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The research questions for the article are:

How do cultural beliefs and societal norms in
Igbo society influence attitudes and perceptions
towards disability?
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What are the ethical challenges and
considerations surrounding disability rights and
inclusion within Igbo culture?

How can educational advancements, exposure
to diverse perspectives, and advocacy efforts
contribute to a more inclusive society for
disabled individuals within Igbo communities?

What are the potential pathways towards
achieving greater inclusivity and dismantling
barriers to participation for disabled individuals
within Igbo society?

How does the inclusion of disability rights
within Igbo culture align with broader
movements for social justice and human rights?

III. METHODOLOGY

The article takes a deep philosophical dive into
how disability intertwines with cultural identity
amongst the Igbo people in Nigeria. Here is how
the study achieves this:

Analysis of Philosophical Theories: The
research examines ideas from ethics and
human rights principles to see the moral side of
disability and argue for everyone being included.

Scholarly Backup: The author uses research
from academic sources like journals and books
on disability, Igbo culture, and human rights to
strengthen their arguments and provide
background information.

Looking Within Igbo Culture: The study
explores traditional beliefs, stories, and social
customs within the Igbo community to see how
they influence how people view disability.

Questioning the Status Quo: The author
encourages people to think critically about
current practices within the Igbo community to
find and fix things that make it harder for
people with disabilities to be included.

Through the use of all these different sources
and viewpoints, the article gives a well-rounded
look at the complex issue of disability and
cultural identity.

IV. ATTITUDINAL BARRIERS AND
CULTURAL PERCEPTIONS:

Attitudinal barriers and cultural perceptions
surrounding disability in the Igbo society are
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deeply entrenched in historical communalism
and traditional beliefs (Obiora, 2010). Disability
is often perceived as a disruption to social
harmony and collective welfare, leading to
negative attitudes and behaviours towards
disabled individuals (Mkparu, 2018). Within
Igbo cultural beliefs, disabilities are sometimes
interpreted as punishments or curses from
spiritual entities, reinforcing stigma and
marginalization (Igbeaku, 2017).

This ingrained perspective can result in various
forms of discrimination, ranging from social
exclusion to outright abandonment or violence
against disabled persons (Mkparu, 2018).
Despite the diversity of attitudes within Igbo
communities, these cultural perceptions
significantly impact the lives of individuals with
disabilities, shaping their opportunities, social
interactions, and overall well-being (Obiora,
2010). Addressing these attitudinal barriers
requires challenging deep-rooted beliefs and
promoting inclusive practices that recognize the
inherent value and dignity of all members of
society, regardless of ability (Igbeaku, 2017).

V. CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN
PERCEPTIONS:

In examining cultural diversity in perceptions,
particularly within the context of Igbo culture,
it's important to recognize the multifaceted
nature of attitudes towards disability. Despite
prevailing negative perceptions that may exist
(Obasi, 2012), there are also instances within
Igbo culture that showcase reverence and
acceptance towards disabled individuals.

One notable aspect is the presence of
mythologies and cultural narratives that portray
disability in a unique light. For instance, the
story of Obatala, a deity in Yoruba and Igbo
mythology, often depicts disability as imbued
with sacredness and special significance. In
some interpretations, Obatala is depicted as a
god who is blind or limping, yet he is revered for
his wisdom, creativity, and role in the creation
of humanity (Isiche, 1976). This portrayal
challenges conventional notions of disability as
inherently negative and instead emphasizes the
inherent value and importance of individuals
with disabilities within the cultural framework
(Obasi, 2012).
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This diversity in perceptions within Igbo culture
underscores the complexity of disability within
cultural identity. It reflects the dynamic
interplay between traditional beliefs, societal
norms, and individual experiences in shaping
attitudes towards disability (Asante, 2007).
Moreover, it highlights the need for a nuanced
understanding of disability that goes beyond
simplistic stereotypes or binary categorizations.

By acknowledging the diversity of perspectives
within Igbo culture, we can begin to appreciate
the richness and complexity of human
experiences related to disability. It also
emphasizes the importance of promoting
inclusivity, respect, and equal opportunities for
individuals with disabilities within cultural
contexts, fostering a more inclusive and
understanding society for all.

VI. ETHICAL ANALYSIS

Utilitarianism offers insights into the societal
utility of inclusivity and support for disabled
individuals, raising questions about resource
allocation and prioritization (Mill, 1863).
Conversely, a virtue ethics perspective prompts
reflection on the moral character of a society
based on its treatment of the disabled. A rights-
based approach emphasizes the fundamental
rights of disabled individuals and advocates for
their equal participation in society. Let's briefly
delve into each perspective:

6.1 Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is a consequentialist ethical
theory that evaluates actions based on their
consequences and seeks to maximize overall
happiness or utility (Mill, 1863). According to
Onwuatuegwu (2022), modern humans are
overly focused on maximizing their freedom,
viewing anything that restricts it as a threat to
their very existence. In this relentless pursuit of
pleasure and freedom, they are losing their
sense of self and teetering dangerously on the
edge of becoming no better than animals. This
has led to a loss of respect for human life and
the sacredness it holds. In the context of
inclusivity and support for disabled individuals,
utilitarianism prompts us to consider the
societal benefits of such inclusivity. This

perspective raises questions about how
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resources should be allocated to maximize
utility. For example, investing in accessibility
measures may incur costs, but if it leads to
greater overall happiness by allowing disabled
individuals to participate more fully in society,
it could be deemed morally justified from a
utilitarian standpoint (Rachels, 2009). However,
utilitarianism also requires consideration of
potential trade-offs and distributional effects,
such as whether prioritizing resources for
disabled individuals might inadvertently harm
other members of society (Singer, 1979).

6.2 Virtue Ethics

Virtue ethics focuses on the moral character of
individuals and societies, emphasizing the
development of virtuous traits such as
compassion, justice, and empathy (Aristotle,
1985). For Onwuatuegwu, therefore, kindness
encompasses  qualities like  selflessness,
understanding others' feelings, and a general
readiness to help. In short, it's about wanting to
do good for others (Onwuatuegwu, 2020). From
a virtue ethics perspective, the treatment of
disabled individuals reflects the moral character
of a society. It prompts us to consider questions
such as whether society demonstrates virtues
like compassion and inclusivity in its treatment
of disabled individuals (MacIntyre, 1981). Virtue
ethics encourages cultivating attitudes and
behaviors that promote the flourishing of all
members of society, including those with
disabilities, and challenges us to reflect on how
we can cultivate virtues like empathy and
respect in our interactions with disabled
individuals (Nussbaum, 2011).

6.3 Rights-Based Approach

A rights-based approach, often grounded in
theories of human rights, emphasizes the
inherent dignity and worth of every individual
and the recognition of their fundamental rights
(Freeman, 2002). In the case of disabled
individuals, a rights-based approach advocates
for their equal participation in society, free from
discrimination and barriers. This perspective
highlights the importance of respecting the
autonomy and agency of disabled individuals,
ensuring their access to opportunities,
resources, and accommodations necessary for
full participation in social, economic, and
political life. It also entails challenging systemic
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inequalities and advocating for policies and
practices that uphold the rights of disabled
individuals, such as inclusive education,
accessible infrastructure, and anti-
discrimination laws (O'Brien, 2014).

Each of these ethical perspectives offers
valuable insights into the complex issues
surrounding inclusivity and support for
disabled individuals, highlighting different
aspects of moral consideration, societal values,
and the rights and dignity of individuals.
Integrating these perspectives can help inform
more holistic approaches to addressing the
ethical challenges and responsibilities related to
disability rights and inclusion in society.

VII. PATH TO INCLUSIVITY

The path to inclusivity within the Igbo society is
marked by a notable shift in attitudes towards
disability, despite the deep-rooted cultural
beliefs that have historically shaped perceptions
(Ajah, 2018). This transformation is propelled
by various factors, prominently including
educational advancements, exposure to diverse
perspectives, and concerted awareness

campaigns.
7.1 Education as a Catalyst for Change

Firstly, the expansion  of
opportunities plays a pivotal role in fostering
inclusivity. As more individuals gain access to
education, they are exposed to new ideas and
concepts, including those related to disability
rights and inclusivity (Anyadike-Danes, 2020).
Through education, people develop a broader
understanding of diversity and empathy
towards disabilities,
challenging traditional stereotypes and fostering
acceptance (Esiobu, 2017).

educational

individuals with

For instance, educational programs that
integrate disability awareness training can
equip teachers and students with the knowledge
and skills to learning
environments (Mkparu, 2018). This fosters a
sense of belonging for students with disabilities

and empowers them to reach their full potential.

create inclusive

7.2 Embracing Diverse Perspectives

Additionally, exposure to diverse perspectives,
facilitated by globalization and technological

advancements, contributes significantly to
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changing societal attitudes. The
interconnectedness of the modern world
exposes individuals to different cultures,
experiences, and narratives, promoting empathy
and understanding towards those who may
have been marginalized in the past. Platforms
such as social media and international
exchanges serve as conduits for sharing stories
of resilience and triumph over adversity,
thereby challenging preconceived notions about
disability within the Igbo community (Ifeonu,
2019).

By encountering these diverse narratives,
members of the Igbo society can develop a more
nuanced understanding of disability and
recognize the vast capabilities of individuals
with disabilities.

7.3 The Power of Advocacy

Furthermore, awareness campaigns and
advocacy efforts play a crucial role in driving
societal change. Through targeted initiatives,
stakeholders within the Igbo society raise
awareness about the rights and needs of
individuals with disabilities, debunking myths
and misconceptions that perpetuate
discrimination (Nwachukwu, 2017). By
highlighting the capabilities and contributions
of people with disabilities, these campaigns
promote a more inclusive mindset and
encourage meaningful participation in societal
activities (Obasi, 2018).

For example, advocacy groups can work with
policymakers to implement legislation that
protects the rights of people with disabilities
and ensures their access to education,
employment, and public services.

7.4 Introspection: The Key to Sustainable
Change

However, achieving true inclusivity requires
more than just surface-level changes; it
necessitates ongoing dialogue and critical
reflection within the Igbo community (Afigbo,
2019). By engaging in open conversations about
disability and interrogating existing norms and
practices, individuals can identify and address
systemic barriers to inclusion (Ifejika, 2020).
This process of introspection enables the
community  to challenge discriminatory
attitudes and implement policies and practices
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that prioritize equity and accessibility for all
members (Nwaozuzu, 2018).

Community forums, workshops, and traditional
town hall meetings can provide valuable
platforms for these crucial -conversations.
Through open dialogue, the Igbo society can
work collectively towards dismantling historical
biases and building a more inclusive future.

In essence, the path to inclusivity within the
Igbo society is characterized by a multifaceted
approach that encompasses education,
exposure, advocacy, and introspection. By
embracing diversity and actively working
towards dismantling barriers to inclusion, the
Igbo community can move closer to realizing its
vision of a society that celebrates the full
spectrum of human diversity.

VIII. CONCLUSION

A philosophical examination of disability within
Igbo cultural identity unveils a complex tapestry
of beliefs, values, and practices deeply rooted in
the societal fabric (Obiora, 2019). Within Igbo
culture, disability often intersects with notions
of spirituality, communal responsibility, and
traditional healing practices (Ajayi, 2017).

At the core of this examination lies the ethical
imperative to advocate for disability rights and
promote inclusivity within the Igbo society.
Ethical frameworks such as egalitarianism,
which emphasizes the inherent equality of all
individuals (Pogge, 2008), and human dignity,
which recognizes the inherent value of every
human being (Nwala, 2004), provide compelling
arguments for this endeavor. By leveraging
these frameworks, the Igbo community can
embark on a transformative journey towards
greater acceptance and accommodation of
disabled individuals. This journey entails
challenging societal norms and prejudices
(Chukwu, 2018), dismantling barriers to access
and participation (Okafor, 2013), and fostering
a culture of empathy and understanding.

Central to this endeavor is the recognition of
disabled individuals as valued members of the
community, deserving of equal rights,
opportunities, and respect. By embracing
diversity and actively engaging with the
experiences and perspectives of disabled
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individuals, the Igbo society can enrich its
cultural identity and strengthen its social

cohesion (Osuagwu, 2010).

Moreover, advocating for disability rights within
Igbo aligns with broader global
movements towards social justice and human
rights. By championing the rights of disabled
individuals, the Igbo community contributes to
the creation of a more just and compassionate
society, where all members are empowered to
live fulfilling and dignified lives (Asante, 2007).

culture

In conclusion, the philosophical examination of
disability =~ within Igbo cultural identity
underscores the importance of ethical reflection

and action in promoting inclusivity and
acceptance (Isichei, 1997). By embracing
disability rights and challenging ingrained

prejudices, the Igbo society can cultivate a more
equitable compassionate community,
enriching its cultural heritage and fostering a
society where every individual is valued and
respected.

and
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