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ABA RIOTS OR TIE HID \(lfN 'S WAR? -

IDEOLOGY, STRATIFICATION AND THE 

INVISIBILITY OF WOMEN* 

by 

J\Xti.th Van Allen 

'D1e events in ca1 abar and CMel:ri. Provinces in soot:heastem 
Nigeria in NCM:!li:ler and Deoenber of 1929 that have c::a:oa to be krnm 
in Western social science literature as the "Aba Riots" are a 
natural foolS for an investigatioo of the inpact of colalialism 
oo Igbo ~ In the develq:ment and the results of that crisis 
can be foum ali the el.Emmts of the system that has weakened 
waren's Fition in :r..gboland- and in nuc:h of the rest of Africa 
as well. 

'lhe "Aba Riots" are also a synbol of the "invisibility" of 
'WCI!Iell. "Aba Riots" is the nane adopted by the British: the Igbo 
call it the ~' s War" - Ogu lhrlurzWanyi. 2 'lhis is nme than 
a 'WOrd game. In politics, the control of language neans the oc:n­
ttol of hi.stozy. 'lhe words that "win" call up - or cloud -
pictures in the heads of those \tiho have no other sooroes of infor­
mation. 'nlere are al.Ioost always different nanes given to OCilflicts 
by the dcminant group and the s\.bordinate group, \olhether they are 
col.ari.zem and col.alized, military gcverrmmt and guenilla aJll¥, 
or university aaninistration and students. In what is known as 
the "Bostal Massacre" in American histocy boc:.ks, five Alrericans 
were killed and six wounded by British soldiers. 'ttlose same boc:.ks 
refer to the "Haymal:Ket l?ibt", in which four 'WOrkers \>~ere killed 
and nme than fifty injured \~ben police ~ fire oo a labor 
protest meetin:J: seven police \>~ere killed and 67 injured after the 
shooting. Labor-oriented and radical histories call it the "Hay­
market Massacre", but in standard, respectable American histocy, 
management 'WOl'l. and it is their 'WOrds that children leaxn in school. 3 

'*'!his article is a :revised and cx:.rrbined version of papers presented 
at the 1971 African Studies Association ueeting and at the 1974 
tx::IA African Studies Center Colloqu.iun oo ~ and Cllange in Africa: 
187o-1970. Grateful ac:Jax:Mledgenent is made to Terence o. Ranger, 
organizer of the collcqui.un, and to other participants in the pro­
gram (particularly Agnes Aidoo, Jim Brain, Cynthia Brantley, Temna 
Kaplan and Margaret St.rc:Del) for their enoouragement and their 
useful critici.sns and suggesticns. 
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In Novenber of 1929 in Calabar and Owerri Provinces, thousands 
of wcmm cx:nverged on the Native Administration centers. 'n1e wcmen 
dlanted, danced, sang songs of ridicule and demanded the caps of 
office ·(the official ins"ignia) of the Warrant Chiefs - the Igbo 
chosen fran eadl village by the British to sit as IIBtbers of the 
Native Court. Prisons were broken into and prisoners released at 
a ffM locations. Attacks were made on sixteen Native Courts, and 
nost of them were brcken up or burned. 'n1e "disturbed area" covered 
about 6,000 square miles and cxntained about two millicn people. It 
is not known how many waren were involved, but the figure was in the 
tens of thousands. On two occasions, "When British District Officers 
had called in !;X) lice and tJ:oct.:lS, the wcmen were fired upon, leaving 
nore than 50 waren dead and another 50 woonded. No ooe was seriously 
injured en the other side. 4 

As far as Western social science is ccnoerned, the British words 
"wen"; a'lly a very ffM scholars even tell us that the Icj:x> called 
it the "WCmen's War" . 

As George Orwell put it, "Political language ••• is designed 
to make lies sound truthful and nu.u:der respectable ••• " .5 "Riots" , 
acoording to Webs·ter 's, ccnveys a picture of uncx:ntrolled, irra­
tional action, involving violence to property or persons or both -
a "wild, violent public disturbance". It serves to justify the 
"necessacy action to restore order", and it acoords with the British 
picture of the outpouring of Igbo wcmen fran their villages as sate 
sort of spontaneous frenzy, explicable by the general "excitability" 
of these "least disciplined" of African peoples . 6 In additicn, the 
tenn "Aba Riots" neatly :renoves the wcmen fran the picture. 'lhey 
are not the "wanen' s Riots" nor even the "Aba wanen' s Riots", but 
si.nply the "Aba Riots" . 'Ihe "picture" \'le have left is of "sate riots 
at Aba" - not by waren, not involving CCI!Flex organizaticn, and not 
ranging over IOOSt of southeastern Nigeria. 

A particular use of J:X)litical language is not necessarily a 
cx:nscious dloice made to cx:nvey a specific irrpression. 'n1e mare 
cynical -we believe the wielders of ~ to be, the mare \'le are 
likely to see their choices of words as cx:nscious lies (e.g. , the 
u.s. Goverrment's use of "ino.JrSicn" and "pacification"). For the 
less cynical namers of events, it is si.nply a question of seeing 
things differently. To the British, the wcmm rioted. But the 
significance of the "riots", as seen by the British cannissions of 
Erquixy, was that the Igbo were dissatisfied with the general systan 
of administration. 'Ihe waren were seen as expressing this under­
lying general dissatisfaction. 'Ihe British explanation for its 
having been wanen rather than men ~o "rioted" was that the waren 
were aroused by a rum::>r that they would be taxed at a time of de­
clining profits f ran the palm products trade, and that they be­
lieved therrselves to be immme fran danger because they thought 
British soldiers would not f ire on waren. 7 
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'lhe possibility that wanen might have acted because as t.10men 
they were particularly distressed by the native a&i.nistratien 
system does not seem to have been taken serioosly by the~ 
m:i..ssicns, <?If'¥ IllOXe than they seriously c:xnsidered the demands 
made by wanen, in testim::r1;y , that wanen be included in the Native 
Courts. 8 w::men are politically invisible in 1llal1¥ soc:ieties and 
in DDSt histozy l:xxXs. Ckle would think that the mass actien of 
tens of thoosands of wanen would be scmewhat "visible" historically. 
But it is sinply "Aba Riots"~ henoe in standard and un-standard 
woxks en Nigeria today, Cl'le can :read of "Aba Riots" 0r "serioos 
distmbanoes" with no reference to wanen even having been :in­
volved.9 

"Wcmen' s war", in shal:p ocntrast, retains both the presenoe 
and the significance of the waren, both in specifically saying 
"'walen" and in the word "war", \>ihi.ch was fran the pidgin English 
exp:ressien, "making war", and instituticnalized form of punish­
m:mt ertt>loyed by Igbo waren, also known as "sitti.ng on a nan". 

To "sit oo" or "make war en" a man involved gathering at his 
CCJ:IIlOUild at a previously agreed time, dancing, sinqing scurri.lcus 
soogs that detailed the waren' s grievances against him (and often 
insulted him aloog the W<rj b:f.. calling his manhood into questien) , 
banging en his hut with the pestles wanen used for pounding yars, 
and, in extreme cases, tearing up his hut (usually neaninq pul.ling 
the roof off) . 'lhis might be dale to an individual man who had 
gxossly mistreated his wife, or who violated the wanen's maxket 
rules, or who persistenUy let his cniS eat the wanen ' s crcps. 'lhe 
waren would stay at his hut all night and day if neoess~, until 
he repented and premised to mend his weys in the future. 10 

"wanen' s War" thus ocnveys an actioo by wanen, following a 
traditiooal uethod used by waren - though not en so large a 
scale - to settle grievances with m:m who had acted badly with 
specific :regard to waren. "Wcmen' s War", understood fran the 
Igbo perspective, thus ocntains within it the existence of Igbo 
wanen' s traditiooal institutioos, synix>lized by "making war" , 
\>ihi.ch was the ultimate sanctien available to the wanen for en­
forcing their judgements. To call it the ~·s War- in the 
Igbo ocntext, not the oontenp:>rary English rreaning of "war" -
is therefore to direct attenticn to the existence of those female 
political and eocnani.c institutioos that were JX>t taken into 
ao:DUDt before or after 1929 by the British, JX>r by cx:nteDporary 
social scientists writing about the develcpoent of naticnalist 
l'tlOVStlents. 

Cc:nventianally, Westem influence has been seen as "emanci­
pating" African waren t:hroogh the \<le8kening of kinship balds, the 
provisien of "free choioe" in OU:istian IICI10CJCII100S marriage, the 
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suppression of "bal:barous" practices (female circuncision, 
ostracism of trothers of twins , slavexy) , the opening of schools , 
the introduction of modenl nedicine and hygiene, and, sacetimes, 
of female suffrage. ~ has rot been seen by Westel:ners is 
that for sare African waren - of \rolhan I~ waren are a st.rik:ing 
exanple - actual or potential autalclt¥, ea:n:mic independence 
and political power stan rot fran ~tem influences but fran 
traditiooal "tribal" life. To the extent that I~ waren have 
participated in aey "political n actioo - fran anti-oolali.al or 
natiooalist struggles to local 0Cill11.Ulity develq:m:mt to the 
Biafran war. - it has rot been so much because of as in spite of 
the influence of the system of stratificatioo and values .iDposed 
on them by British colooial officers, missionaries and uerchants. 

It is an indicatioo of the sexist bias of Westem scholar­
ship that so little has been reported in the literature ai:la.tt 
Igbo or other African waren' s historical or cal1:a:lporary political 
roles. cnly I"'CM as Westem female scholars realize the extent 
to \ooh:ich we are rot emancipated - and the extent to \ooh:ich our 
status , roles and treatment are rot "modenl" (universalistic, 
achieved, egalitarian) - can we begin to dig out the asSU!Ptioos 
and make visible the sexism in the study of African and other 
"roodemizing" areas; and the sexism of the colooialists who 
"brought civilizatioo" to places sucn as I~.ll <nl.y then 
can we accurately urxlerstaod what has hawened and is ha[:p:!ning 
to African wcrren. 

Traditional~ Political Institutioos 

In traditioo.al Igbo society, wanen did not have a political 
role equal to that of rren. But they did have a role - IIIOl:e 

accurately, a series of roles - in the political life of their 
cx:mmmities despite the patrilineal organizatioo of Igbo society. 
'lhe possibilities for than to participate in traditional politics 
must be examined in teDns of both structures and values. Also 
involved is a ca~Sideraticn of what it means to talk about "poli­
tics" and "political roles" in a society that has no differentiated, 
centralized governmental institutions. 

Fallers suggests that for such societies, it is necessary to 
view 

the poZity or poZiticaZ system . . . not as a 
concreteZy distinct part of the sociaZ system~ 
but rather as a functionaZ aspect of the whoZe 
sociaZ system: that aspect concerned with making 
and carrying out decisions regarding pubZic 
poZicy, by whatever institutionaZ means.12 
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Fallen;' definitim is preferable to several other func:t:ialalist 
definitims of "the political" because it att:.ellpts to give sane 
content to the category "political". Exi:llples will make this 
cleaJ:er. 

If in a society there is no set of differentiated political 
institutials to which we can ascribe Weber's "nmq:x:>J¥ of the 
legitimate use of IilYsical force within a given terriltory", and 
yet the society hol.& together in .reascnable order, the questicn 
asked is: l'tlat are the mchani.slm of social cx:ntrol? To this 
may be aa:3ed, based m a notim of the basic govermental fmcticn 
being "authoritative allocati.m": ~at are the medlanisms that 
authoritatively allocate goods and services? A third cxum:n ~ 
tim of politics is cx:llCel:Tled with power relat.i.Cilships, and so 
we ask: WlO has power (or influence) over whcm? 

'!he prd:>lem with all of these approaches is that they are 
at the Saie time too broad and too n.arrtM. If everrything in a 
society that pJ:atDtes order, resolves cx:nflicts, allocates goods 
or involves the power of one pe.mm over another is "political" , 
then you have scarcely succeeded in distingui.shing the political 
as aey special kind of activity or area or relatiooshi.p. Igbo 
wcm:m certainly played a :role in praoot.i.ng order and resol~ 
oonflicts.l3 But that does not make them political act:Ol:s. 

In respoose to eadl of those broad definitims, it is still 
possible to ask: Is this mchanism of social cx:nt:rol, or al­
location, or this power relationship, a politica'L mechanism or 
relationship? To answer that questim, we need to sey saoethi.ng 
about the nature of the political, and it is heJ:e that Fallers 
provides sane cx:ntent. It is their relatimship to public policy 
that makes nedlani.slm, relationships or activities political. 

'!here are many different cx:noepts of "pd>lic" in West:eD'l 
thought. we will cxnsider ally two of those notims, dla~en 
because there seem; to be sane possibility of applying them to 
Igbo politics without producing a distorted picture. '1here seem 
to be actions taken, and distinctims made, in Igbo politics and 
language that make it not quite so ethnooentri.c to try to use the 
Western cx:ncepts. 

<na noticn of "pU:>lic" relates it to issues that are of a:n­
oem to the whole CXIlllllll'li.ty; ems served by "political :functions" 
are beneficial to the <X'Illlllility as a whole. Al.thoogh different 
individuals or groups may seek different reso 'Lutions of prcblE!IIB 
or disputes, the political can nevertheless be seen as enoan­
passing all those human cxnoems and prd:>l.E!IIB that are cxum:n 
to all merrbers of the <X'Illlllility, or at least to large nl.rlbers 
of peq>le within the CXIlllllll'li.ty. Political prd:>lE!DB are shared 
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prd:>lems that are cg>ropriately dealt with tlu:ough group action -
their resolutions are collective, net i.ndi. vidual. · ~ separates 
them fran purely personal p.rCblems. 

'lhe second rotion of "public" is that which is distinguished 
fran "secret". 'lhat is, "public" neans open to public view, ac­
cessible to all merrbers of the cmm.mity. '!he settling of ques­
tions that concern the welfare of the OCilllUility in a "public" wey 
necessitates the sharing of "political kncwledge" - the kncwledge 
needed for participation in political discussion and decision. A 
systan in which publ-ic policy is made publicly and the relevant 
knc:Mledge is widely shared contrasts sharply with those systens in 
which a privileged few possess the relevant knc:Mledge -whether 
priestly mysteries or bureaucratic expertise -- and therefore can 
control policy decisions. 

Traditional Igbo society was p:reckminantly partilineal and 
segm:mtal. People lived in "villages" <XJIPOSed of the scattered 
cx:upounds of relatively close patr:i.kinsmen, and related villages 
fonned what are usually referred to as "village groups" , the 
largest functional political unit. Forde and Janes found between 
four and five thousand village groUJ:S, ranging in population fran 
several hwxired to several thousand persons.l4 

Political pcMer was diffuse, and leadership was fluid and 
infonnal. carmun.i.ty decisions were rre.de and disputes settled 
in a variety of gatherings -- village-wide asserrblies, wanen' s 
neetings, age grades, secret and title societies, contributicn 
clubs, lineage groups, and congregations at funerals, markets or 
annual rituals -- as well as by oracles and diviners. lS Decisicns 
were made by discussion until mutual a.greerrent was reached. Any 
adult present who had sarething to sey on the rre.tter \.li"Xler dis­
cussion was entitled to speak - as lcng as he or she said sore­
thing that the others considered worth listening to; as the Igbo 
sey, "A case fomids no cne" .16 Leaders -were those who had "rrouth". 
Age was respected, but did not confer leadership unless acc::x::rrpanied 
by wis<Xm and the ability to speak well. In village asserrblies , 
after llUlCh discussion, a small group of elders retired for "can­
sultation" L and then offered a decision for the approval of the 
asserrbly.lt 

In sare areas, the asserrblies are said to have been of "all 
adult males". In sare, waren are reported to have participated 
in the asserrblies, but to have been less likely to speak unless 
involved in the dispute and less likely to take part in "consul­
tation". Participation by wanen in the settling of particular 
disputes appeared to be rrore cx:mron, as wanen may have been am:ng 
the "amitrators" that disputants invited to settle cases; if 
one party to the dispute cg>ealed to the village as a whole, 
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however, male elders would have been nore likely to offer the 
final sett:l.e.trent. l8 Fqe grades existed in I!CSt Igbo ccmrunities, 
but their functioos varied, and the predani.nant pattem seems to 
have been that of y<::JUD;J nen ' s age grades cao:yinq out deci.sioos 
of the village assenbly, ~uch as clearing a path, building a 
bridge, or collecting a fine . l9 

'lhere was thus no distinctial amatg what we call eJCeeutive, 
legislative aJ¥i judicial activities, and no political authority 
to issue cx:mnands. 'lhe settling of a dispute ooul..d nerge into 
a discussioo of a new "rule" , aJ¥i acoeptanoe by the disputants 
and the group hearing the d:ippute was necessary for the setUement 
of anything. Only within a fanily ~ call.d an individual 
demand OOedienoe to oroers. 'lhere the CXIlp)llrXl head offend 
guidanoe, aid and protectioo to narbers of his faai.ly, and in 
retum received respect, OOedienoe and material tdcens of good 
will. Neither was there aey distinctioo beboleen the religious 
and the political - rituals and IX>litical discussioos were 
intexwoven in patterns of acticn to praoote the good of the 
ccmmmity . 'Ihese rituals, too, were perfC>llred bv various groups 
of wanen, of nen, and of wanen and nen together. '20 

Matters dealt with in tbe village assetbly were those of 
cx:rrm::n <DnoeDl to all - either cx:.mrcn prd:>lei!S for whidl col­
lective action was appropriate (~!HeM can we make our marlcet 
' bigger' than tbe other village tnal:kets?" - whidl profited 
evezyooe , as q.posed to ~at can I cb to make nore profits in 
the marlcet for me?") , or cx::nflicts that threatened the unity of 
the village (e.g. , a dispute beboleen narbers of different line­
ages, or beboleen the nen and the wanen) .21 '!he asSE!Ii:>l y thus 
dealt with pubUa policy pubUa'Ly . 

'!he lTOde of disoourse was that of proveJ:b, parable and neta­
t:hor drawn fran the body of Ifj:Jo traditial. 'lhe reeded tx>litical 
l<I'x:Mledge was accessible to all Ifj:Jo, \<bo were reared by and with 
these proverl:ls and parables. Influential speedl was the creative 
and skillful use of this traditioo to provide counsel and justi­
fication - to assure others that a certain course of actioo was 
both a lirise thing to cb and a right thing to cb. 'lhe accessibility 
(the p\blic nature) of this l<I'x:Mledge is itself indicated by an 
Igbo provex:b: "If you tell a provexb to a fool , he will ask yoo 
its meaning. "22 Fools were exclmed fran the tx>litical ccmrunity, 
but wanen were not- a situatioo the reverse of that found in 
many plaoes. 

W:men as well as men thus had access to tx>litical participatioo; 
for wanen as well as for nen, ptblic status was to a gz:eat extent 
adlieved, not ascribed. A wanan ' s status was detexmined nore by 
her own adlieveuents than~ the achieverents of her husband. 'lhe 
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resources available to nen ~ greater, however; so that \ohi.le 
a wanan might rank. higher am::ng wanen than her husband did CllOlg 
nen, very fEM wanen oould afford to take the highest titles , a 
major source of prestige. 23 

Men "owned" the m::st profitable crops, received the bulk of 
the IIOlley fran bridewealth, and, if CXllp)UDd heads, presents fran 
catp:lund nerbers . 'lhrough the patrilineage, they centro !led the 
land, whim they oould le~e to noo-kinsnen or to wanen for a good 
profit. Men also did DDre of the loog-distance trading, \lihidl had 
a higher rate of profit than the trading in local and regiooal. 
maxkets, which was a!IrOSt entirely in wanen' s ha00$. 24 

W::man were entitled to sell the surplus of their own crops. 
'!hey also received the palm kernels ~ their share of the palm 
pl:Oduoe (they proc::ESSed the palm oil for the nen to sell). 'Dley 
might also sell prepared foods , or the products of special skills 
of wanen in that village - e .g., processed salt, pots and baskets. 
All the profits were theirs to keep. 25 But these inc:rertents of 
profit were relatively low. .Alnnst all of those 'Who t:.odc the 
higher and very expensive titles~ nen, and m::st of the leaders 
in village-wide discussions and decisioos ~ llEl. 26 

waren, therefore, ca:re out as seand-class citizens. ibil.e 
status and the political influence it oould bring~ "adli.eved" 
and Ulere ...ere no fonnal. limi.ts to wanen's political power, 27 men 
by their ascriptive status (nerbers of the patrilineage) ~ 
wealth that gave them a head start and a lifelalg advantage over 
wanen. '!he Igbo sey that "a dri.l 4 who washes his haOOs clean ~ 
serves to eat with his elders" . 28 Nlat they do not Si!r;f is that 
at birth sane children were given water and sane ~ not. 

waren•s Political Institutions 

MUle wanen • s associations are best described for the south -
the area of the Wcmm' s War - their exist:.ence is reported for 
IIDSt other areas. Forde and Jooes made the general d:lservat.ial 
that 

Women's associations express their disapprovaL 
and secura their demandS by coLLective pubLic 
demonstraUons, incLuding ridicuLe, sat iricaL 
singing and dancing, and group strikes. 29 

'.lWo sorts of waren' s associations are relevant politically: 
ogb o and inyemedi or mikiri. Since traditional Igbo society was 
predani.nantly patrilocal and exogaxous, adult wanen resident in 
a village would ahmst all be wives - the others beinq divorced 
or wiCb,.,led "daughters of the village" who had retumed haDe to 
live. Ogbo ~ gatherings of wanen bom in the saxe lineage 
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vill~ or vill~ group, the umuada. '1hei..r ritual functioos at 
funerals of all nerbers of their kindred gave them pcMer over 
their ,.brothers" and their brothers ' wives, sinoe I¥Xle of them 
oould have a proper funeral without the partici.patial of the 
wrruada. '!hey helped to settle disputes cm:ng their "brothers" 
by using the same ritual-based pcMer. 30 In additioo, they might 
have nore infonnal social gatherings, rotated aiOC.n] their nerbers' 
marital villages, ~ foz:ming part of the Igbo female cx:rmu­
nication net:woz:K. 31 

'!be gatherings that appear to have perfome:l the major role 
in self-rule aniXlg wanen and that artiallated wanen' s interests, 
as opposed to those of uen were the l..inea;Je-wide or village-wide 
gatherings of all wives, the inyemedi, which cane to be called 
mikiri or mitiri~2 Mikiri were uulti-purpose wanen's associatioos. 
'!bey provided wanen with a forun in which to develq> their political 
talents, and a ueans for protecting their interests as traders, 
fanners , wives and IOOthers thl:rugh oollective action - against 
individual waren, individual rren, and rren as a group. 

In mikiri wanen made rules about marlcets, ctqlS and livestock 
that applied to uen as well as waren, and exerted pressure to main­
tain nora! noll15 cW:ng wanen. 'lhey heard oc::uplaints f:r:an wives 
about mistreat:uent by individual husbands, and disOlSSed how to 
deal with prd:>lem; they were having with "the uen" as a whole. 
'lhey also made decisioos abcA.lt rituals for the female aspect of 
the vi~'s guardian spirit, and rituals needed to protect the 
fruitfulness of wanen and of their fall15 . 33 If fines for violatioos, 
or repeated nquests to husbands and elders, were ignored, they 
might "sit en" an individual offender or go en strike. 'lhey may 
refuse to oook, or to take care of small children, or to have sexual 
relations with their husba005 . l-En regcu:ded the mikiri as legiti­
mate and the use of the nore extreme sanctions seems to have been 
rare, but well- :rerteiiJered.34 

aril.e both ogbo and mikiri served to articulate and protect 
waren' s interests, it is pn:tlab1y nore accurate to see them as 
sharing in diffused political authority than as acting cnly as 
pressure groups for wanen' s interests . CJtal.jo argues that tradi­
ticnal Igbo society had a "bisexual" political system -- that is, 
that there was a dual system of male and female political/religious 
institutions, each with its own autooarous sphere of authority. 35 
'lhus, waren oo their own settled disputes analg wcmm, but also 
made decisions and rules affecting rren. 'lhey had the right to 
enforoe these decisioos and rules themselves, using foll15 of group 
ostracism similar to those used by uen. 

In a society of such diffuse political authority, it \<iO\lld be 
misleading to call cnly the v' !.1 age assarbly a "p:.Dlic" gathering. 
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The "public" , too, is diffuse, and different parts of it may neet 
in different ways to deal with issues of oarm:n ocnoern. Most 
western ooservers will urquestioningly accept a gathering of all 
of a CXIIllllllity's adult rren as a "public" gathering, but the point 
about Igbo society is that a gathering of all adult wanen uust also 
be accepted as a "public" gathering. 

Colonial "Penetraticn" 36 

Into this system of diffuse authority, fluid and infoz:mal 
leadership, shared rights of enforcemmt, and a nore or less 
stable balance of male and female power, the British tried to 
introduce ideas of "native administratim" derived fran colarial 
experience with chiefs and emirs in northern Nigeria. Soothem 
Nigeria was declared a protectorate in 1900, but ten years · passed 
before the ~ was effective. As colcnial power was estab­
lished in what the British perceived as a s i tuation of "ordered 
anarchy" , Igboland was divided into Native Court Areas, which 
violated the autcnaey of villages by lmping many mu:elated 
villages into each court area. British District Officers were 
to preside over the courts, but were not always present as there 
were ro:re courts than officers. '1he Igbo IIBii:>ersh.ip was fOD!Ed 
by cboosing fran each village a "representative" who was given a 
warrant of office. 'Ihese Warrant Oti.efs were also ocnstituted 
the Native Authority. 'lhey were required to see that the orders 
of the District Officers were executed in their ~ villages and 
were the only link beboieen the oolcnial power and the people. 37 

It was a violation of Igbo ccnoepts to have one man represent 
the village in the first place and nore of a viofaticn that he 
shoold give orders to everyone else. 'lbe people OOeyed the warrant 
Chief when they had to, since British power backed him up. In 
sare places Warrant Oti.efs were lineage heads or wealthy rren who 
were already leaders in the village. But in many places they were 
sinply ambitious, opportunistic young rren who put themselves fo.r­
waro as friends of the CXllXJI.leror5. Even the relatively less corrupt 
Warrant Ori.ef was still, nore than anything else, an agent of the 
British. '1he people avoided using Native Courts when they could 
do so. But Warrant Oti.efs could force cases into the Native Courts 
and could fine people for infractions of rules . By having the ear 
of the British, the Warrant Oti.ef could himself violate local tra­
diticns and even British rules, and ~t <MaY with it since his 
versicn would be believed eventually. 38 

Waren suffered particularly under the arbitra:cy rule of Warrant 
Chiefs , who were reported as having taken waren to marry without 
oonfoDning to the custanary process, which included the \tWQllall

1 s 
right to refuse a particular suitor. They also helped themselves to 
the waren' s agricultural produce, and to their darestic animals . 39 
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Reoc:mtelXlatioos for refo:cn of the system were made alJoost 
fran its inoeptioo both by junior officers in the field and by 
senior officers sent out fran heciCquarters to investigate. But 
no real illprovements were made. 40 An atteupt by the British in 
1918 to make the Native Courts nme "native" by nm:Ninq the 
District Officers had little effect, and that I!03tly bad. :Re­
IOOVing the District Officers siltply left nme of the ocurts 1 

pc:Mer in the hands of corrupt warrant Chiefs and the increasingly 
powerful Court Clel::ks. The latter, intended as "sexvants of the 
oourt", were able in sare cases to daninate the ocurts because 
of their nax::.p:>ly of expertise -- nanel.y, literacy. 41 

'lhe waren Is War 

In 1925 the British decided to introduce direct taxatioo in 
order to create the Native TreasuJ:y, whi.dl was S\lRX)Sed to pay 
for iltprovements in the Native Mninistratioo, in ac:oord with the 
British ~ial Iidl..osof;:ily that the ool.anized should pay the 
oosts of oolcnizatioo. Prices in the palm trade were high, and 
the tax - on adult males -was set ac:oordingly. The tcuces were 
oollec:ted without widespread trol:t>le, althalgh there were "tax 
riots" in Warri Province ("WeSt of the Niger) in 1927.42 

In 1929 a zealoo.s Assistant District Officer in Bende divisioo 
of (),r,1erri Province, awarently acting 00 his own initiative, ~ 
cided to "tighten up" the OEKlSUS registers by re-oounting lnuse­
hol&l and prq:lerty. He told the Chiefs that there was ro plan to 
increase taxes, or to tax waren. But the oounting of wanen and 
their property raised fears that wanen were to be taxed, par­
ticularly because the Bende District Officer had lied when the 
men were cnmted far tax pmposes, and had told the men that they 
were not going to be taxed. Naturally the 'WCIIEil, therefore, did 
not believe reassurances that they were not going to be taxed. 
The taxation runor spread quickly throogh the WCil&l1 s CCil1D.IIli.c:atioo 
networks, and meetings of WCilEil were held in various matXet squares, 
the wanen 1s CCili10l place far large meetings.43 

In the Oldco Native Court Area - one of the areas of deoept.ial 
about the men 1 s tax - the wanen leaders, Ikamia, ~ and 
Nwugo, called a general meeting at Orie marlret, at which it was 
decided that as loog as cnly men were approached in a carp:ll1lld and 
asked for info:cnat.ioo, the wanen would do nothing. If arr:t wcman 
were approached, she was to raise the ala:cn and the rest would 
meet to decide ~t to do. '!bey wanted clear evidence that the 
wanen were to be taxed. 44 

en Novenber 23, the agent of the Oldro Warrant Chief, Ckugo, 
entered a c::x:J'l!X)Urld and told one of the married WCil&l, Nwanyeraola, 
to cnmt: her goats and sheep. She replied angrily, "Was your mther 



-22-

counted?" - at \Olhich "they closed, seizing each other by the 
throat". 45 Nwanyeruwa Is report to the Oldco waDeD oawinoed 
them that they were to be taxed. Messengers were sent to neigh­
boring areas. ~ streatei into Oldco fran all 011er OWerri 
Province. 'n1ey "sat oo" Okugo and demanded his cap of office. 
'!hey massed in protest at the District Office, sucoeeding in 
getting written assurances that they were not to be taxed, and 
(after several days of mass ~reetings in protest) in getting Okugo 
arrested, tried and convicted of "spreading news l..i.kely to cause 
alann" and of J;hysical assault on the wcnen. Be was sentenced to 
two years I int>ri..soment. 46 

News of this victmy spread rapidly through the marltet -
ntikiri-ogbo net:I.«ll:k, and wanen in many areas then attellpted to 
get rid of their Warrant Oriefs as well as the Native Mninist.ratioo. 
itself. Nwanyeruwa becane satet:hing of a heroine as reports of her 
resistance spread. Fran all the Ngwa clan towns in Aba and OWerri 
divisions, rroney poured in fran grateful wcnen. She was "cx:ntent 
to al.low'' leadership in her area to be eJCerci.sed by saneooe else, 
however. '!be rroney collected was ~ not for her, but to finance 
trips for delegates to ~reetings of wcnen thl:ooghout the East, for 
the coordination of the ~1s war.47 

'!be British only ended the rebellien by using large nmbers 
of police and soldiers - and, en cne occasien, Boy Scouts. Although 
the shootings in mid-I:leoei!Der 1929, and the gzaring nmbers of police 
and soldiers in the area led the wanen to halt IOOSt of their activities 
disturbances in local areas cx:ntinued into 1930.48 'lhe "disaffected 
areas" - all of OWerri and Calabar Provinces - were occupied by 
goverrnent forces. Punitive expediticns burned or dem::>lished cx:m­
pounds, confiscated prqlerty to enforce fines levied amitrarily 
against villages to pay for danages fran the distur:banoes, and took 
provisions fran the villages for t:roc.ps . 49 

During the colonial investigations foll.cwi.ng the ~ 1 s War, 
the British disoovered that the market netwo.tk had been used to 
spread the rumor of taxatien, but they did not ~ further into 
the cx:noerted action of the wanen, the grassroots leadership, the 
agreeuent on demands, or even into the fact that thousands of \rialell 

showed up at Native 1\dministratioo centers dressed and adorned in 
the sane unusual wey. '!heir faces ~ with charcoal or ashes 
and their heads bound with young ferns, the wanen had all worn short 
loincloths and carried in their hands sti<Xs wreathed with your¥J 

palms - the dress and aebrment signifying ''war" and the sti<Xs 
being those used to invoke the power of the female ancestors . 50 

In excnerating the soldiers \<olho fired en the wcnen, a Caunission 
of EnquiJ:y spoke of the "savage passions" of the "m:Jbs", and cne 
military officer told the a:mnissioo that ''he had never seen crowds 
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in such a state of frenzy". Yet these "frenzied Ddls" injured 
no ooe seriously, which the British foom "suxprising"-,51 because 
they had no understandin3 that the waren were engaged in a tra­
ditialal practice with traditiooal rules and limitatioos, but 
carried oot oo a nuch l.aJ:9er scale than in pxe-ool.cnial tiires. 52 

RefODIB - But Not for Wallen 

Since the British failed to re<Xlgllize the Wanen's War as a 
oollective respoose to the ct>roqatioo of rights, they did not 
i.rqui.re into the st.ructm:es that pxepared the waren for such 
actioo. 'lhey failed to ask, "Hew do the waren make group decisioos? 
Hew do they dloose their leaders?" Ard they raised no questioos 
as to \rl1ether waren might have had a role in the traditiooal po­
litical system that should be inoorporated into the institutioos 
of colonial govenmmt. 

Because both the waren and the nen regarded the investiqatioos 
as att.enpts to disoover whan to punish, they volunteered no infor­
ma.tioo about waren' s orqanizatioos. But wculd the British have 
understood them if they had? 'lb:! discoveJ:y of the max:ket nebloi:K 
had suggested no further lines of i.nqu:il:y. 'lb:! majority of District 
Offioexs thought that the Iren had cmrcmized the waren' s actioos 
and were sec:etl.y directing them. 'lhe waren's danands that the 
Native COUrts oo la1ger hear cases and that "all white nen should 
go to their a.m countcy" - or at least that waren should serve an 
the Native Courts and a \<ICIIIall be awainted a District Officer -
were danands in line with the power of waoen in traditional society, 
but were regarded by the British as irratiooal and ridio.ll.oos.53 

'lb:! 1933 refoJ:Jm therefore ignored the waren's traditional poli­
tical role, while making sare adjust:Dent to traditicmal. Igbo male 
and ma.le-dc:minated political fODIB. 'lb:! nurber of Native Court 
Areas was greatly increased and their boundaries arranged to cx:n­
fonn ~Y to traditional divisions. Warrant Clliefs were re­
placed by "massed bendles" - allowing large nurbers of judges to 
sit at ooe time. In IOOSt cases it was left up to the villages to 
decide \ttlan and how man,y .to send. 'lhis benefitted the waren by 
eliminating the oon:upt.ial of the Warrant Clliefs, and it made their 
persoos and property more secure. But it provided no ootlet for 
oollective actioo, their real base of power. 54 

In 1901 the British had declared all jural institutioos exoept 
the Native Courts illegitimate, but it was ally in the years fol.l.aring 
the 1933 refODIB that Native Adn:i..nistration local goverrment becarre 
effective enough to make that declaration nean:ingful. 'lhey had also 
outlawed "self-help" - the use of force by anyooe but the govem­
nent to punish wrongdoers - and the increasingly effective enforce­
trent of this ban eliminated the waren's ultimate weapcn: "sitting 
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en a man". In att:eupting to create speciilized political insti­
tutions on the Weste.m IOOdel with participation en the basis of 
individual ac:hievem:mt, the British created a system in ~dJ. 
there was no place for group solidarity, no possibility of dis­
persed and shared political authority or :power of enforcement, 
and thus very little place for wanen. 55 

As in the village asSE!!blies , the wanen ooul.d oot cx:npete with 
nen for leadership in the refoxned Native Adninistration because 
as individuals they lacked the resources of the nen. 'lhis .i.ttbalance 
in resources was increased by the other facets of British oolcnialism ­
eCXll'lCJIIic penetration and missiaruu:y influence; All three - oolcnial 
government, foreign invest:Irent and dJ.urch influence - cx:.ntributed 
to the growth of a system of political and eoonani.c stratification 
that made cx:nmmity decision-making less "ptillic" in both senses 
we have discussed and led to the current cx:.noentration of naticnal 
political :power in the hands of a small, educated, wealthy, ma~e 
elite. For while we are here focusing on the politiaa~ results 
of oolonialism, these results must be seen as ~ of the whole 
system of iitposed class and sex stratification. 56 

Missionary Influence 

Christian missions were established in Igboland in the late 
19th century. '!hey had few cx:.nverts at first, but their influence 
by the 1930s was cx:.nsidered significant, generally am::ng the young.57 
A majority of Igbo eventually "became Christians" - they had to 
profess Orristianity in order to attend mission schools, and education 
was highly valued. But regardless of heM naninal their narbership 
was, they had to d:Jey the rules to :remain in good standin<j, and cne 
rule was to avoid "pagan" rituals. waren \>~ere disoouraged fran 
attending rreet.in.gs at whidl traditional rituals were perfoD!Ed or 
rroney oollected for the rituals, whidl in effect meant all mikir>i, 
ogbo and many other wanen 's gatherings. 58 

Probably more significant, since mikir>i were in the process of 
losing sore of their I;Olitical ftmctions CJrr:IW<r:/, was missicn educaticn. 
English and Westem education came to be seen as increasingly neces­
sary for I;Olitical leadership - needed to deal with the British 
and their lay -- and wanen had less access to this ret knowledge 
than nen. Boys were more often sent to school, for a variety of 
reasons generally related to their favored position in the patti­
lineage, including the fact that they, not their sisters, woold 
be expected to stJpi;Ort their parents in old age. 59 But even when 
girls did go, they tended not to receive the sarre type of educaticn. 
In mission sdlools , and increasingly in special "training hares" 
that dispensed with most academic oourses, the girls were taught 
European danestic skills and the Bible, often in the vemacular. 
'1he missionaries ' a~ purpose in educating girls was to train 
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them to be Cllristian wives and l!Dthers, not for jcbs or for 
citizenship. 60 Missi.alaries -were not necessarily against 
wanen 's participatial in IX>litics - clezgy in England, as in 
America, oould be fouzn supporting wcmen's suffrage. But in 
Africa their <n10em was the church, and for the church they 
needed Cllristi.an fani lies. 'lberefore, Olri.stian wives and 
1IDthers, not female IX>litical leaders, was the missioos' aim. 
As Mary s1essor, the influential ca1a1Y1r missiooary said: "God­
like DDt:hex:hood is the finest Sttlere for wcmen, and the wci::f to 
the redenptia1 of the world". 6r '!his fhilosq;:ily not:wit:hstanding, 
the English language and other knor.otl.ecl:Je of "bcx::k" beca~e the 
requisite IX>litical knowledge, and aooess to IX>litical life 
becare JII)I'e restricted (differentially so to wanen) and IX>lic:r­
making becare less pi>lic. 'Ihe differential effects of these 
-were nore disadvantagecu; to wanen. 

Ea:n:mi.c colari.alism 

'Ihe traditialal Igbo d.ivisim of labor - in which wanen 
owned their surplus crops and their Jllal:Xet profits, while uen 
cxntrolled the JII)I'e valuable ycm:; and palm products and did JII)I'e 

loog-distance trading - was part of a sdJsi.stenoe eoax:my. Small 
surpluses oould be aocmul.ated, but these -were generally not used 
for cxmt..inued capital investnEnt. Rather, in acoord with tra­
diti.alal. values, the surplus was used for social rather than 
eooncmic gain. It was returned to the <XIIIIIlili.ty t:lu::ou;Jh fees 
and feasts for rituals regarding ti~taking, weddings, funerals 
and other oerem:nies, or through projects to help the CXIlllllrlity 
"get ~~~. CD;! did not bea:m:! a ''big man" or a "big wanan" by 
~ a~e's wealth, but by sperding it a1 others in prestigious 
ways.62 

Igbo wanen had been active trcders before the Pax Bri.tarmica, 
except for a few areas such as Afilqx> where wanen faiiiEd but did 
not trade. 63 'Ihe traditialal systan was able to deal with cxn­
flicts with relatively little warfare throi.¥Jh the ties of exoq­
aoous marriage am::ng patrili.neages and the peaoe-keepinq activities 
of wanen, that is, the cross-cutting neblol:k of wanen which~ 
vided dlannels for 0Cllllllrlicatia1 and cxnfiliatia1, and the ritual 
power of the wnuada providing female sancti.cns ~ persuasi.al 
failed. 6l Cooflict also todt the ocn-violent fum of lllltUal. in­
sults in cbsoene and satirical soogs,65 and even warfare itself 
was <XIlWcted within limits, with awroPriate weapcrlS and actims 
.irx::reas:ing in seriousness as kinship ties increased in distance. 66 

W:m;m fran lllltUal.ly l'x:lstile village groups \lo'ho had married 
into the saue patrilineage oould if necessary act as "~" 
for each other so that they oould trade in "stranger" marlcets.67 
Wcmen also protected themselves by carzyi.ng the stout sticks they 
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used as pestles for pourxling yans (the sCile ooes carried in 
the \Uren 1 s War) . Even after European slave-trading l ed to 
an increase in danger fran slave-hunters (as well ·as fran head­
hunters), Igbo wciren \<lent by themselves to their fazms and with 
other wanen to market, with their pestles as weapa:lS for I;tlysical 
protection. 68. 

'lhe Pax increased the safety of short and expecially of 
longer distance trading, for Igbo waren as for waren in other 
parts of Africa.69 But the Pax also made it possible for Eul:o­
pean firms to dcmi.nate the rnat:ket e<:xll'X:II¥. cnroteaka argues 
that one cause of the \Uren 1 s War was Igbo waren' s resentment 
of British fi:nns 1 m:nopoly on buying, which all.aNed those finns 
to fix prices and to adopt methcXIs of buying that increased their 
CMD profits at the waren 1 s ~. 70 \Uren 1 s petty trading 
grew to include European products , but for many waren the accu­
llUllated surplus remains small, often providing only subsistence 
and a few years 1 school fees for ~ of their children - the 
preference for sending boys to school further disadvantaging 
the next generation of waren. 71 

A few -waren did becx:me "big traders", dealing in£1,0.00 lots 
of European goods. 72 But waren tradexs remain for the m:st part 
close to subsistence level. For West African waoen in towns , 
little is open to them except trading or prostitution unless they 
are am:mg the tiny nllltler who have special vocational or -!!fO;., 
fessional training as dressmakers or nurses or teachers. 'Dle 
"rrodern" eronanic sector, like the political, is dcmi.nated by 
men. waren 1 s access was limited "by their lew level of literacy 
and by the general tendency to give priority to men in the enploy­
ment recruitment to the rrodern sector. "74 'lhe great majority of 
wanen outside m:ban areas find thatselves feeding their children 
by fanning with their traditional inpl.emmts while men xoove into 
cash-crq::ping (with tools and training fran "agricultural develcp­
ment progrCIIIS"), migrant wage labor and the nore profitable 
trading with Europeans in cash cr:q;lS . 75 

'lhus, as Mintz suggests, 

while the economic growth advanced by Westernization 
has doubtless incPeaaed oppoPtunities foP (at least 
some) female traders, it may also and simultaneously 
limit the range of their activities, as economic 
changes outside the internal maPket system continue 
to multiply. 76 

To the extent that e<XXlCJI!ic opportunities for Africans in the 
"rrodern" sector cx:ntinue to grc:M, waren will becx:me relatively 
moPe depenjen:t eoonan:i.cally on men and unlikely to "catch up" 
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for a very lcng t..iJle, even if we accept educaticn as the key. 
The relative stagnation of African ecxmanic "growth", ha.Ever, 
suggests that the traditicnal markets will not dis<g?ear or 
even noticeably shrink, but will oontinue to be needed by the 
large nUtbers of url:>an migrants living ecxmanically marginal 
lives. wanen can thus oontinue to subsist by petty trading, 
but caJ'UXIt adlieve real econan:i..c independence fran nen, nor 
gain access to the resources needed for equal participation in 
cx:mm.mity life. 

It seems reascnable to see the traditicnal Igbo divisicn 
of labor in productioo as i.nt.eJ:woven with the traditia1al Igbo 
dispersal of political authority into a dual or "bisexual" system. 
It seems equally reasonable to see the disruptions of oolonialism 
as produc:i..ng a new, similarly intel:woven econan:i..c-political pat­
tem- but cne with st.J:oo.ger male cXminati.on of the cash ecxnany 
and of political life. 

To see this relaticnship, hOiiever, is oot to explain it. 
Even if the exclusioo of wc:nen fran the oolonial Native Aclnini.­
straticn and fran natiooalist politics ooold be shown to derive 
fran their exclusion fran the "roodern" eoc:nanic sector, we would 
still need to ask why it was men who were offered agricultural 
training and new tools for cash-cropping, and who are hired in 
factories and shops in preference to wc:nen with the same educaticn. 
And we would still need to ask why i t was boys who were sent to 
sdlool, and why, cnoe there, they were educated differently fran 
girls. 

Victorianism and WCilel Is Invisibility 

At least part of the ~ DIJSt lie in the values already 
held by the oolcnists, Yictorian values that led the British to 
assune that girls and boys, wc:nen and nen should be treated and 
should behave as people supposedly did in "civilized" England. 
Not onl.y was strong male cXminati.on introduced into Igbo society 
indirectly by new econan:i..c structures; it was also directly im­
posed by the recruit:nent of onl.y nen as part of the Native Mnini­
straticn. In additioo, the new eo::Jnanic and political structures 
were SUQ?Orted by the inculcatioo of sexist ideology in the missioo 
schools . 

Not all capitalist, oolooialist societies are equally sexist 
(or racist) , and the Victorian society fran which cane the ccn­
querors of Igboland was one in which the 1'wanan 1 s-plaoe-is-in-the 
hare" ideology had hardened into the IOOSt rigid fODn it has taken 
in recent Westem histozy. Alt:hou:;)h atta.cXed by feminists , it 
:ranained the daninant IOOde of t:hou:;)ht throughout the oolooial 
period, and is far fran dead today . 
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We are coooezned here primarily with the view of 'WCIIell and 
politics, ~ch produced the expectatioo that men would be active 
in politi,cs and business but 'WCIIell would not. 'Ihe ideal of 
Victorian 'WCIIIailhood- attainable, of oourse, ooly by the middle 
class, put widely believed in throughout the society -was of a 
sensitive, nmal.ly superior being who was the bearthside guardian 
of Cllri.sti.an virtues and sentiments absent in the outside world. 
Her mind was not strong enough far the ~ately masculine 
sl.bjects: science, business and politics. 77 A wcman who showed 
talent in these areas posed a chal.lenge to acceptable ideas about 
typical wanen. 'Ihe exoeptiooal wcman si.nt>ly "had the brain of a 
man", as Sir George Goldie said of Mary Kingsley. 78 

A thorough investigatioo of the diaries, joumals, reports 
and letters of oolooial officers and missicnar:i.es would be needed 
to prove that JOOSt of them held these Victorian values. But pre­
l.iminacy reading of biograpri.es, aut.ct>iograpri.es, joumals and 
":reminisoenoes", and the evidenoa of their own stata:nents about 
Igbo 'WCIIell at the t.iire of the Wanen 1 s War, stronqly suggest the 
plausibility of the hypothesis that they were deflected fran arrJ 
att.el!pt to discover and protect Igbo 'WCIIell 1 s political and ean::mi.c 
roles by their assmpti.oo that politics and business are neither 
proper nor nonnal places far wanen. 79 ~ the Wanen 1 s War forced 
the colooial adnini.strators to recognize the presence of Igbo 
wanen, their brief "visibility" was insufficient to shake these 
assurptians. '!heir behavior was si.nyly seen as aberrant and in­
explicable. When they retumed to "nm:mal", they were oooe again 
invisible. 

'lhis inability t6 "see" what is before ooe 1 s eyes is strikingly 
illustrated by an ac<:X)U[lt of a visit by the High o:mnissiooer, Sir 
Ra.4iJ. l>bor, to A:ro Olukwu after the British had destroyed (teup:>­
rarily) the pcwerful. oracle there: "'lb Sir RaJpl.1 s ast:ali.sl'urent, 
the 'WCIIell of A:ro Olukwu solicited his pexmi ssicn to re-establish 
the I.ong Juju, Wri.dl the wcmm inteOOed to coot:rol them:;elves". 80 
WOuld Sir Ra.4iJ. have been "astc:.n:ished" if, for exatple, the older 
men had coot:rolled the oracle before its destruction and the 
youi)3er A:ro men had wanted to take it ovez? 

Althou;Jh there was a feminist IOO\Ielllellt in colooial England, 
it had not successfully challenged basic ideas about 'WCIIell nor 
made the absence of 'WCIIell fran pl.blic life seem to be a prd:>lem 
that required remedy. 'lhe JID1.16'1ellt had not suooeeded in creating 
a "feminist" coosciousness in arrJ but a few "deviants", and sudl 
a oonsciousness is far fran widespread today; far to have a 
"feminist" coosciousness means that cne notiaes the "invisibility" 
of waren. It means that ooe wondel's where the 'WCIIell are - in 
life and in print. 'nl.at we have not WCildered is an indicatioo of 



-29-

our own ideological bcndage to a system of sex and class strati­
ficaticn. ~we can see, ;if we lodt, is that, like other 
African men, Igbo. men have c::x::ue to dcminate the social scene 
politically and eoc:nc:mi.cally, ...mJ.e individual waDen have becxme 
eocncmic anxi 1 bri es to their husbands and wcmen as a group have 
becme political auxiliaries to naticnalist parties. 

Wives suwl.euent their husbands' incx:Des, but raaa:in eoc:nc:mi.­
cally depeOOent~ waoen's "brancbes" have provided votes, llDl£!'f 
ard bodies for stteet ds!alst.rat:i.als for the parties, ...mJ.e re­
~ dependent en male l.eadenl for polic::y-maJcj..m. Mal:ket 
wcnen's assoc:i.a.t.ioo weze a crucial base of~ for the early 
Naticnal Council for Nigeria ard the Ccmlel:oals (NCNC) , the party 
that eventually was to be<xJre dcminant in Ifj;)a :tegicns (although 
it began as a truly naticnal party) • But \olhile a fet~ maJ:ket 
wcnen l.eadenl weze ultimately rewarded for their loyalty to the 
·N<N: by appointment to party or legislative positicns, maJ:ket 
wcnen' s associaticns never attained a share in policy-maki:r¥] 
that app:roadled their oc:ntributicn to ~ electaral success. 81 

'lhougb the Nortbem Pecple 1 s Ccrlgress (NPC) , dcmi nate:) by 
M:lslEm emirs, q:posed the idea, the~ at first urged female 
suffrage throughout the c:nmtxy. Socn, however, the male leader­
shq> gave q;~ pushing for it in the north (where wcnen have never 
yet voted), in oriler to make peace with the NPC ard the British 
ard thus to tey to insure themselves a share of the pc:wer in 
the post-imependenoe goverment. Dur:i.n;J the period bebleen 
iJXlependenoe in 1960 and the 1966 militaey ooups that ended party 
rule, sane progress was made in educaticn for girls. By 1966, 
cxmsequently, female literacy in the East - JIDre than 50% in 
sane uxban areas ard at least 15% overall - was high for Africa, 
where the overall average is about 10% and the rural average may 
be as la.r as 2%. 82 

Exhortations to greater female participaticn in "modem life" 
aweared frequently in the newspapers owned by the NCNC leader, 
Nnam:li Azikiwe, and a leadership training cnm;e for wanen was 
begun in 1959 at the Man O'War Bay Training Oentl:e, to be "run 
en exactly the sate lines as the cnm;es for nen, 1A1ith slight 
modificationa", as '1'he Pilot put it. 'lhe IrOtto of the first class 
of 22 was, ~ the nen can do, the wcnen can". 83 But there was 
nore rhetoric than reality in these progrCIIB for female emanci­
paticn. Dur:i..nq the period of party politics, no wcnen weze elec­
ted to :regicnal or naticcal legislatures. '1hose few who weze 
appointed gained favor by supporti.ng "party first", not "wcmen 
first". Pel:haps none of this should be surprisin], given the 
oorrupticn that had c::x::ue to daninate nat.ialal party politics. 84 
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Biafra and·~ 

On Januacy 15, 1966, a militaJ:y CXJUp eOOed the I~1S 
relationship with the NrnC by outlawing all politicc!l parties 1 

ard therefore their waren 1 s branches." A year and a half later -
after massacres of nore than 30,000 Easterners in the North, the 
flight of llD.re than a million refugees back to the East, a 
cnmt:er-<x:lup, and the division of the Igbo-dcmi.nat.ed Eastem 
Pegion into three states - Biafra declared itself an :indeperdent 
state. In Januaxy 1970, Biafra surrendered. '1he rana:i.ni.ng I~ 
are ncM landlocKed, oilless and under militaJ:y oocupat.i.al. by a 
Northern-dc:minated militaJ:y goverrraent.85 

In 1966 and after, Igbo waren demxlstrated in the streets 
to protest the massacres, to urge seoessioo., j3rld, later, to pn:r 
test Soviet involvarent in the war.86 During the war the warell1 S 

market network and other organizatioo.s of waren maintained a 
distribution system for -what food there was, and pz:oy!ded channels 
for the passage of food and infox:matioo. to the ai1t¥. 87 Wanen 
joined local civilian defense militia units, and in May 1969, they 
fonned a "Wcnel1 s Fralt", and called oo the Biafran leadership to 
allCM them to enlist in the infantry. 88 

D..lring the war and sinoe, local civilian govenmmt has cx:nti­
nued to exist nore or less in the fcmn that eVolved under the 
"refonned" Native Administration. '1he deoentralizatioo. produa:ld 
by the war has by sate reports strengthened these local cnmcils, 
and the absenoe of man;y men has strengthened female participat.i.cn. 89 
'!bus, at tragic hunan cost, the war may have made possible a .re­
surgenoe of female political activity. If this is so, waren1 s 
participation again stems 11U.1Ch nore fran Igbo traditicn than fran 
Westem innovation, and cx:nsciously so. A yc>1.DJ Biafran wanan, 
answering a Westem reporter 1 s questicn about waren 1 s past in­
fluenoe, becare "quite grimly militant" in .re<Xllmting the sto:cy 
of the Wanen 1 s war and its relationship to nore recent waren' s 
protests. 90 

It remains to be seen whether Igbo waren, or arr:1 African WCilell, 

can gain real political J?CMer without the creation of a "IOOdern" 
version of the traditional "bisexual" system- advocated by Ckcnjo · 
or without a drastic change in ea:nani.c structures so that ecx:nani.c 
~ty ooul.d suwort political equality for all waren and men, 
as eoonani.c stratificaticn rot suworts male dcmination and female 
dependenoe. What seems clear fran waren' s experienoes - whether 
under capitalism, oolonialism or .revolutiona:cy socialism - is 
that fonnal political ~ty and eoonanic ~ty are not eoough. 
Unless the male nerbers of a liberation lliO'.'e!OOD.t, a :rol.in;J party or 
a govermrent tha!selves develop a feminist cx:nsciousness and a cxm­
mitnent to male-female ~ty, wanen will eiXi up where they have 
always been: invisible except when men, for their own purposes, 
whether perscnal or political, look for female bodies. 
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