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ABSTRACT

LAW, JUSTICE, AND GENDER: (RE)GENDERING THE LEGAL SYSTEM IN OGIDI,
IGBOLAND

By
Tara Lindsay Reyelts

In this study, I use the town of Ogidi as a case study to examine how female-centric law in
Igboland became eclipsed by male-centric colonial law oge ndi ocha chilu, during the time that
the British ruled. I privilege indigenous knowledge as part of my methodological approach to write
an Igbo history from Igbo perspectives. For this reason, I engage in frequent use of Igbo words,
phrases, periodization, and proverbs to explain both change and continuity in Ogidi and Igboland
over time.

This dissertation is structured around three broad arguments. First, all forms of law that the
people of Ogidi followed tupu ndi ocha bia (before the arrival of the British) were gendered
female, as the Igbo earth goddess oversaw all legal pronouncements, judgments, and punishments,
and as she designated women’s councils to be judges of morality. Second, British colonial officials
and their male Igbo collaborators restructured the legal system in Ogidi by imposing a male-centric
law and by endowing men with novel, privileged positions of legislative and judicial authority.
Third, the women of Ogidi did not simply accept the re-gendering of law that disenfranchised them
and marginalized Igbo deities; rather, they attempted to reassert their judicial authority through
various long-established practices that pre-dated the British arrival. While Igbo women’s efforts
to stop or reverse the male-centric takeover of the law were unsuccessful, the details of their
protests against the colonial government and its collaborators represent evidence of the judicial

authority that they had once wielded in their communities.
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This dissertation is dedicated to umu Ogidi—
the people of Ogidi, Anambra State, Nigeria.
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INTRODUCTION:
AKWA OKUKO JU EKETE,ONYE MA NKE WU OPARA? (IF A BASKET IS FULL OF EGGS,
WHO KOWS WHICH IS THE ELDEST?)

As an Igbo adage' asserts, okilikili bu ije agwo, meaning “cyclical is the serpent’s
progress.”? This dissertation has been six years in the making, but its initial inspiration was a novel
that I first read eleven years ago, as a high school senior: Chinua Achebe’s 1958 masterpiece,
Things Fall Apart, the story of an Igbo community that undergoes dramatic change when British
missionaries and colonial officials arrive.®> Although a work of fiction, its plot is based on historical
events that the residents of the author’s birthplace, Ogidi, fictionalized as Umuofia, endured at the
turn of the twentieth century.* With a population of more than 70,000 today,’> Ogidi is located six

miles northeast of the large city of Onitsha, which is situated on the eastern bank of the River Niger

! Note that the Igbo adage included in the chapter title above suggests that when one has many things to do, it is
difficult to know where to begin. Proverb recorded in Ryszard Pachocinski, Proverbs of Africa: Human Nature in the
Nigerian Oral Tradition (St. Paul: Professors World Peace Academy, 1996), 252.

2 This Igbo proverb points to the cyclical nature of life and everything in the universe. It reflects the Igbo conception
of cyclical time as noted in A. E. Afigbo, “Time and Its Measurement in Igbo Culture,” in Igbo History and Society:
The Essays of Adiele Afigho, ed. Toyin Falola (Trenton: African World Press, 2005) 413. As the proverb suggests,
this dissertation brings full circle the story of my introduction to Igbo history through Achebe’s Things Fall Apart.
Proverb found in Chieka Ifemesia, Traditional Humane Living Among the Igbo: An Historical Perspective (Enugu:
Fourth Dimension, 1979), 8.

3 In the introduction to the 1997 edited volume Conversations with Chinua Achebe, Bernth Lindfors heralded Achebe
as “Africa’s most important novelist” and noted that Achebe’s first novel, Things Fall Apart, had sold more than eight
million copies and had been translated into more than fifty languages over the previous four decades. Bernth Lindfors,
Introduction to Conversations with Chinua Achebe, ed. Lindfors (Jackson: University of Mississippi, 1997), ix.

4 Achebe has stated that Things Fall Apart is based on the history of Ogidi’s experience when the British arrived
(Chinua Achebe, interview by Afrique journalist in 1962, reprinted in Conversations with Chinua Achebe, 8).
Achebe’s daughter, Nwando Achebe, confirmed that the novel is based on Ogidi’s history, and added that it is based
particularly on knowledge that indigenous custodians of Ogidi’s history—Chinua Achebe’s uncle Udo Osinyi, who
earned three impressive ozo titles, and his neighbor Nwawulu Okudo, also a titled man—provided Chinua Achebe
(conversations between Nwando Achebe and the author, 28 September 2017 and 20 April 2020). As further
corroborating evidence, historian and Ogidi indigene Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe named two elders from Ikenga
quarter—Nwawulu Okudo and the patriarch of the Uzowulu family living in the early/mid-twentieth century—as
those with whom Achebe spent considerable time prior to his writing Things Fall Apart. Additionally, Osakwe pointed
out the locations in Ogidi of homesteads of several families who were descended from the namesakes of some of the
novel’s characters, including Okonkwo and Uzowulu (conversation with the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 12 February 2018).
5 This is the most recent available data and refers to the population in 2009, but that number is likely much higher in
2020. In 2018, Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe estimated that the town’s population was closer to 500,000, although there
is no corroborating evidence to support this estimation (conversation with the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 10 February 2018).



in southeastern Nigeria. | read Things Fall Apart as a critique of colonialism, particularly the
British devaluation of the female principle, especially regarding indigenous Igbo religion and law.
The female principle—as defined by historian Nwando Achebe—is an essence that “embodies all
aspects of female involvement in society.”® The real town of Ogidi is the focus of this dissertation’s
exploration of the (re)gendering of law. I did not know it then, but reading Things Fall Apart in
high school was the beginning of a long, meticulous journey into the history that informed a literary
saga of religious, political, and social changes.

By (re)gendering I mean that the functioning of indigenous Igbo law was female-centric
oge four quarters (during the time in which Ogidi’s four quarters were established, likely between
250 and 400 years ago),” but by the period known as oge interregnum (during the time between
the rule of Ogidi’s first and second ndi igwe, 1925-44).% it had come to be dominated by male-
centric colonial law. (Re)gendering is a two-part theoretical model that accounts for both the
gendering and re-gendering processes that occurred oge four quarters-oge interregnum.’ The
initial gendering of law tupu ndi ocha bia (before the arrival of the British) refers to law being
female-centric, i.e., emanating from the earth goddess and being protected particularly by councils
of women. By the same token, the re-gendering of law refers to the way that law gradually

transformed from female-centric to male-centric, propelled by the ignorance and male bias of

¢ Nwando Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings: Female Power and Authority in Northern Igboland, 1900-
1960 (Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2005), 27.

7 Oral tradition holds that at least three generations after Ezechuamagha, the progenitor of Ogidi’s people, founded
the settlement that would later become the town of Ogidi, his descendants began to migrate from the initial location,
establishing four distinct quarters, named after the four surviving sons of the man named Ogidi: Akanano, Uru,
Ezinkwo, and Ikenga. It is probable that this establishment occurred between the late sixteenth and the late eighteenth
century. I explain this timeline in-depth in footnote 90 below.

8 Igwe, which translates to “king,” is a construct of the colonial period. Indigenous Igbo society never had kings, but
by the mid-twentieth century, ndi igwe (plural form of igwe) were considered “traditional rulers” of Igbo towns who
reigned as their local central authorities. Nwando Achebe, “’Ogidi Palaver’: The 1914 Women’s Market Protest,” in
Shaping Our Struggles: Nigerian Women in History, Culture, and Social Change, ed. Obioma Nnaemeka and Chima
J. Korieh (Trenton: Africa World Press, 2011), 25-26, 39 n. 1.

® Throughout this dissertation, there is a distinction between ‘re-gendering,” which is a single process, and
‘(re)gendering,” which is a concept encompassing both the gendering and re-gendering processes.



colonial officials and the manipulations of male Igbo collaborators oge ndi ocha chilu (during the
time that the British ruled).

This dissertation presents three main arguments. First, all forms of law that the people of
Ogidi followed tupu ndi ocha bia were gendered female, because the Igbo earth goddess, ani,'”
ultimately oversaw all legal pronouncements, judgments, and punishments, and because she
designated women’s councils to be judges of morality. Second, British colonial officials and their
male Igbo collaborators restructured the legal system in Ogidi by imposing a male-centric law and
by endowing men with novel, privileged positions of legislative and judicial authority. British
officials’ major role in this was the founding of English-style courts, inappropriately named ‘native
courts,” in which the indigenous people were meant to resolve their internal disputes according to

a mixture of English law and what the British called ‘native law and custom,’!!

1.e., supposedly
indigenous law. Some of their collaborators, meanwhile, engaged in campaigns of distortion and
invention aimed at propagating new or altered laws or parodies of indigenous institutions, notably
the igwe position invented for political and personal gain. The third and final argument is that the
women of Ogidi did not simply accept the re-gendering of law that disenfranchised them and
marginalized Igbo deities; rather, they attempted to reassert their judicial authority through various

long-established practices that pre-dated the British arrival. While Igbo women’s efforts to stop or

reverse the male-centric takeover of the law were unsuccessful, the details of their protests against

19 The Igbo word ani (alternatively ana, ala, or ale) translates to land or earth, but also refers to the earth goddess.
Note that the earth goddess is one of the Igbo lesser deities, and therefore her name is uncapitalized, as capitalization
is reserved for the high God, Chukwu. See Chapter 2 for further discussion of Chukwu and the lesser deities.

I According to section 2 of the 1906 Native Courts Ordinance, a ‘native law’ or ‘custom’ was considered “a Native
law which was in force on the 1st day of January, 1902, and any Rules made under section 47 of this Ordinance, or
declared by this Ordinance to be in force at the commencement thereof.” Printed in Laws of the Colony of Southern
Nigeria vol. II (London: Stevens and Sons, 1908), 1266 [accessed via HathiTrust Digital Library]
<https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.hl13hpx&view=1up&seq=7>).




the colonial government and its collaborators represent important evidence of the judicial authority
that they had once wielded in their communities.

Thus, in broad terms, this dissertation examines changes in the interrelationship of gender,
justice, and law that occurred tupu ndi ocha bia and oge ndi ocha chilu. Through microstudy of
Ogidi using archival and oral history methods, this work constitutes an original contribution to
knowledge of Igboland, women and gender, and colonial law. Methodologically, this study
privileges indigenous Igbo forms of knowledge, not only through its adoption of Igbo periodization
and proverbs (ilu), but also by highlighting the historiographical contributions of particular
custodians of Ogidi’s oral history, placing them—regardless of their educational status—on par
with historians in Western academia, and their oral testimonies on par with archival documents

and published scholarship.

The Gender of Law
Cosmology and religion are fundamental to an understanding of indigenous Igbo law and
justice, because in Igbo society, the spheres of law, religion, and government are all intertwined.'?
The Igbo believe that there are two realms of the world—the human/visible and the

spiritual/invisible—which, although distinct, constantly interact with each other.'* The former

12 G. T. Basden, Niger Ibos: A Description of the Primitive Life, Customs, and Animistic Beliefs, etc., of the Ibo People
of Nigeria by One who, for Thirty-Five Years, Enjoyed the Privilege of their Intimate Confidence and Friendship
(London: Seeley, Service and Co. Ltd, 1938), 33; Ifemesia, Traditional Humane Living, 33; Ogechi E. Anyanwu,
“Crime and Punishment in Pre-Colonial Igbo Society and the Challenge of British Colonial Rule,” in Between
Tradition and Change: Sociopolitical and Economic Transformation Among the Igbo of Nigeria, ed. Apollos O.
Nwauwa and Ebere Onwudiwe (Glassboro: Goldline and Jacobs, 2012), 51; Felix K. Ekechi, “Religion and Politics
in Igboland: Past and Present,” in Between Tradition and Change, 117.

13 Obiakoizu A. Iloanusi, Myths and Creation of Man and the Origin of Death in Africa: A Study in Igho Traditional
Culture and Other African Cultures (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1984), 70-71; Elizabeth Isichei, A History of the Igbo
People (London: Macmillan Press, 1976), 25-26; Victor Uchendu, The Igbo of Southeastern Nigeria (New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 1965), 11-12; Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 27-28; Jude C. U. Aguwa, The
Agwu Deity in Igho Religion: A Study of the Patron Spirit of Divination and Medicine in an African Society (Enugu:
Fourth Dimension Publishing, 1995), 13; Chukwu Ogbajie, The Impact of Christianity on the Igbo Religion and
Culture (Umuahia: Ark Publishers, 1995), 4; Austin Echema, Igho Funeral Rites Today: Anthropological and



comprises people, animals, plants, and indeed everything else in nature that humans can directly
observe, while the latter includes the high God, Chukwu; lesser deities (alusi); spirits of deceased
ancestors (ndiichie); personal spirits that decide one’s destiny (chi);'* spiritual medicines (ogwu)
that diviners (ndi dibia) create through consultation with the gods;'> and oracles, spiritual forces
with the ability to prophesy about the future.'® Neither realm can exist without the other, as each
forms half of the Igbo universe.'” In Igbo cosmology, as in many indigenous African cosmologies,
religion has informed justice and law; spiritual forces have dictated codes of ethics to the people.
In the Igbo context specifically, justice has been equated closely with societal balance, and law
has been devoted principally to the protection of that balance.'®

There are two Igbo words for law: omenani and iwu. Omenani s, literally, “that which the

219

[earth] goddess [a]ni decrees to be right or wrong,”'” whereas iwu is “something decided, enacted

or struck,”?" i.e., regulations created by humans.?! Yet, there are actually three categories of law,

Theological Perspectives (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2010), 10; John Njoku, Tradition and Strategy of
Change in Black Africa ([Place of publication not identified]: [Publisher not identified], 2007), 12, 15; John E.
Eberegbulam Njoku, The Ighos of Nigeria: Ancient Rites, Changes and Survival (Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press,
1990), 24; C. K. Meek, Land Tenure and Land Administration in Nigeria and the Cameroons (London: Her Majesty’s
Stationary Office, 1957), 113.

14 Chinua Achebe, “Chi in Igbo Cosmology,” in Morning Yet on Creation Day: Essays (London: Heinemann, 1975),
93; P. Amaury Talbot, The Peoples of Southern Nigeria: A Sketch of Their History, Ethnology and Languages, with
an Account of the 1921 Census Volume II Ethnology (London: Oxford University Press, 1926), 288; Daryll Forde and
G. 1. Jones, The Igho and Ibibio-Speaking Peoples of South-Eastern Nigeria (London: International African Institute,
1967 [1950]), 26; A. E. Afigbo, “Religion and Economic Enterprise in Traditional Igbo Society,” in Igho History and
Society, 301; C. K. Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe: A Study in Indirect Rule (London: Oxford University
Press, 1937), 20, 55; Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 199.

15 They sometimes manifest from a concoction of natural plant material that a dibia has collected after instruction
from the gods. Talbot, The Peoples of Southern Nigeria Volume II, 165, 168; Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors,
and Kings, 55; Aguawa, The Agwu Deity, 17.

16 Some oracles are also deities, such as udo in Ogidi. Achebe, “’Ogidi Palaver,”” 32, 48.

17 Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 27.

18 Uchendu, The Igbo of Southeastern Nigeria, 12-13; Anyanwu, “Crime and Punishment,” 50-51; K. Onwuka Dike
and Felicia Ekejiuba, The Aro of South-eastern Nigeria, 1650—1980 (Ibadan: University Press, 1990), 131.

19 Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 27; Sabine Jell-Bahlsen, The Water Goddess in Igbo Cosmology:
Ogbuide of Oguta Lake (Trenton: Africa World Press, 2008), 181.

20 Ifemesia, Traditional Humane Living, 35.

2 A. E. Afigbo, “Prolegomena to the Study of the Culture History of the Igbo-Speaking Peoples,” in Igho History and
Society, 8; Ifemesia, Traditional Humane Living, 35. Also note that omenani and iwu can each be used as either
singular and plural nouns.



the third being the laws decreed by deities other than the earth goddess. These are denoted by the
word omenani coupled with the relevant deity’s name: for example, omenani-udo in the case of
laws decreed by udo, the god of peace and the market. Tupu ndi ocha bia, all three forms of law
were originally gendered female because they were either the direct dictates of the earth goddess
or subject to her approval.?? The antithesis of omenani is nso ani, transgressions of ani’s laws, just
as nso-udo are the transgression of udo’s laws, nso-idemili the transgressions of the river goddess
idemili’s laws, and so on.

The initial gendering of law in Igboland as female is one half of the two-part theory of
(re)gendering that lies at the heart of this study. That theory is based, in part, on a foundation laid
by Nwando Achebe’s detailed account of the female principle in Igboland, based on her
comprehensive research on the history of women and gender in its Nsukka Division.?® In the case
of Ogidi, as we shall see, this female principle helps to explain the complex relationships among
the earth goddess, other goddesses, women, justice, and law. In line with the core Igbo values of
interdependence and duality, the Igbo worldview recognizes gender complementarity: i.e., that
nearly everything in life is gendered either male or female, and that both are equally necessary.
After all, the Igbo say ife di abuo, abuo, or “things come in pairs.”** Examples of gendered pairs

abound in Igbo cosmology and society: the sun (anyanwu) is male and the moon (onwa) is female;

22 S. N. Nwabara, Iholand: A Century of Contact with Britain 1860-1960 (Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Press,
1977), 32; Meek, Law and Authority, 247.

23 Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 27. Nsukka Division was an area of northern Igboland demarcated
as a division of Onitsha Province for colonial administration. Onitsha Province was one of several territories that
comprised colonial southeastern Nigeria and was the one in which Ogidi was situated oge Walter and oge interregnum
(1904-1944). The other three provinces that covered Igboland during those periods were Owerri, Ogoja, and Calabar,
although the latter only included the far southeastern reaches of Igboland. The boundaries of Onitsha Province changed
slightly from year to year, but the province encompassed approximately one-third of Igboland oge Walter and oge
interregnum. For examples of such boundary variation see NAE, ONPROF 11/1/5: “Report on Onitsha Province for
the year 1915,” report on Onitsha Province for the year 1915, 1; NAE OP 491/1922 ONPROF 7/9/39: “Annual Report
Onitsha Province year ending 31 December 1922, Statistics of Onitsha Province Form 7.

24 A. E. Afigbo, “Igbo Experience: A Prolegomenon,” in Igho History and Society, 202.



the sky (igwe) is male and the earth (ani) is female; the first market day, Eke, is male and the
husband of the second day, Oye, which is female, and the third day, Afo, is male and the husband
of the fourth day, Nkwo, which is female.?’

To refer to the law as gendered female tupu ndi ocha bia is not only to acknowledge the
earth goddess’ creation and oversight of the laws that governed human activity, but also that it was
primarily she, other goddesses, and women who ensured that people upheld those laws. Ani
entrusted women to decide some of the most serious cases in their communities, those concerning
morality, and to judge and sanction transgressions of omenani.?® Importantly, however, to call Igbo
law female-centric is not to suggest that male members of society played no roles in legislating
and adjudicating. For example, lesser gods could dictate their own omenani, and only men were
able to participate in masquerade secret societies, which manifested as egwugwu (masked spirits
of the ancestors) that acted and spoke on behalf of the ancestors in certain judicial matters.?’
Additionally, groups of Igbo men such as those in each umunna (extended family unit) could listen

to and resolve disputes among its members.?® Ultimately, however, male spiritual forces followed

25 Afigbo, “Time and Its Measurement,” 419; Gregory Enedo, interview by the author, Ogidi, 3 July 2018.

26 Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 161-195; Meek, Law and Authority, 169; Ifi Amadiume, Male
Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an African Society (London: Zed Books, 1987), 122; Chief Louis
Okoye, interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, Akanano Ogidi, 13 September 1983, in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi:
The Era of Igwe Amobi I and 11, 1904-1973” (B. A. Thesis, History Department, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 1984),
82. The role of women in Igbo law and justice is thoroughly explained in Chapter Four.

27 Nnabuenyi Ugonna, Mmonwu: A Dramatic Tradition of the Igho (Lagos: Lagos University Press, 1984), 1-25;
Talbot, The Peoples of Southern Nigeria Volume II, 767; Forde and Jones, The Igbo and Ibibio-Speaking Peoples, 26;
Achebe, “Chi in Igbo Cosmology,” 95; Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 163; Nwosu Nwawulu,
interview by Eugene Obiora Nwabufo, Ikenga Ogidi, 20 September 1978, in Nwabufo, “Traditional Law and Colonial
Change in Ogidi” (B.A. Thesis, Department of History, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 1979), 73, 163; Ogbuefi Ezigbo
Otue Unachukwu, interview by Eugene Obiora Nwabufo, Uru Ogidi, 28 September 1978, in Nwabufo, “Traditional
Law and Colonial Change,” 76; Chinua Achebe, “The Igbo World and Its Art,” in Hopes and Impediments: Selected
Essays (New York: Doubleday, 1989), 65; Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart (New York: Anchor Books, 1994
[1959]), 93-94, 186-190.

28 Chief Hillary Osegbo, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 24 April 2018; Chief Ozoekwe Clement Okudo,
interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 27 April 2018; Udoh Boniface Uyanwa, interview by the author, Akanano
Ogidi, 13 April 2018; Chief Godfrey Amazikwu, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 10 April 2018; Ifechukwu
Agbakoba, interview by the author, Tkenga Ogidi, 1 September 2018; Chief Louis Okoye, in Osakwe, “Kingship in
Ogidi,” 82; Ifeyinwa Ekwealor, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 18 August 2018.



the orders that the earth goddess imparted, and men were required to respect the judicial advice,
decisions, and sanctions that ani, other deities, and women delivered.?’

Oge ndi ocha chilu, however, the British ushered in a new legal system that was gendered
quite differently. Although this male-centric colonial law never completely displaced the female-
centric indigenous one, by the time that the people of Ogidi ratified their first written constitution
in 1944,>° women and spiritual forces—all of which operated according to female-centric law—
had been almost entirely detached from the legislative and judicial roles that they had held for
centuries previously. As we will see, British missionaries, colonial officers, and male colonial
collaborators contributed to re-gendering in various ways. The missionaries, who first arrived in
Igboland in 1857 and subsequently built a mission station, churches, and schools in Onitsha, taught
English to selected Igbo men and boys, many of whom profited from this privilege by becoming
clerks, messengers, and warrant chiefs of the new legal system that colonial officials imposed,
under the mistaken belief that it reflected indigenous Igbo law.?! In reality, it was a complex
amalgam of Igbo law, English law, and invented or distorted laws that some Igbo men claimed to
be indigenous. The root of this problem was that the British did not recognize indigenous Igbo law

as law, but rather considered it to be custom or tradition, and therefore inferior to English law;3?

2 Although many of the gods and goddesses worshiped in Ogidi before the British arrived are still worshiped today,
at least by some, many changes have occurred in the indigenous Igbo religion since then. For this reason, and because
the time period of this study begins and ends in the past, I often use the past tense when discussing Igbo religion. This
is not to negate the importance of indigenous Igbo religion, law, and culture to Igbo society in the present.

301944 Ogidi Town Council Constitution (courtesy of the Ogidi Union, Nigeria; special thanks to Sir Albert Obi
Ezegbo for supplying me with a copy).

31 Judith Van Allen, “‘Aba Riots’ or Igbo ‘Women's War’? Ideology, Stratification, and the Invisibility of Women,”
Ufahamu: A Journal of African Studies 6, no. 1 (1975): 24; Amadiume, Male Daughters, Female Husbands, 134-137;
Benjamin N. Lawrance, Emily Lynn Osborn, and Richard L. Roberts, eds, Introduction to Intermediaries, Interpreters
and Clerks: African Employees and the Making of Colonial Africa (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press,
2006), 27; A. E. Afigbo, The Warrant Chiefs: Indirect Rule in Southeastern Nigeria 1891-1929 (London: Longman
Group Limited, 1972), 60.

32NAE, MINJUST 127/1/1, “The Ascertainment of Customary Laws in Southern Nigeria”; M. M. Green, Igbo Village
Affairs: Chiefly with Reference to the Village of Umueke Agbaja (London: Frank Cass, 1964 [1947]), 78; T. Olawale
Elias, British Colonial Law: A Comparative Study of the Interaction between English and Local Laws in British
Dependencies (London: Stevens & Sons, 1962), 2-4.



and deemed it valid only as long as it was “not repugnant to natural justice or to the principles of
the law of England.”3 This combination of ignorance and disregard facilitated distortion of
indigenous institutions and laws, usually to favor men, by the colonizers’ Igbo intermediaries, not
only in Ogidi but across much of Igboland oge ndi ocha chilu.

Throughout this study, I will be using several key terms that should be defined. I use the
adjective ‘judicial’ to describe matters pertaining to the adjudication and maintenance of justice. I
use the term ‘legal,” on the other hand, to refer to the institution of law, in both its legislative and
judicial dimensions. Moreover, punitive actions by Igbo women aimed at bringing an offender to
justice are termed ‘legal sanctions’ as well as ‘enactments of justice.” Finally, ‘colonial law,’
‘customary law,” and ‘native law and custom’ are used interchangeably, because in the Igbo case,
the law that the colonial administration imposed was the so-called ‘native law and custom’ that
comprised both English and supposedly indigenous Igbo law, and which is often referred to as

‘customary law’ in the historiography of colonial law in Africa.

331906 Native Courts Ordinance, section 38, printed in Laws of the Colony of Southern Nigeria vol. II, 1272 [accessed
via HathiTrust Digital Library] <https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.hl3hpx&view=1lup&seq=7>).




The Significance of Ogidi as an Igbo Case Study: Situating Igholand
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Igboland, more than 15,800 square miles in extent, encompasses much of the region of
southeastern Nigeria, stretching from the Cross River in the east to beyond the River Niger in the
west,*® and from the Nsukka Plateau in the north to the northern edge of the Niger Delta in the
south.?” Composed of democratic, autonomous communities tupu ndi ocha bia, Igboland has long

been densely populated, and has approximately 29 million inhabitants today.*® As a starting point

34 Map created by the author in Microsoft PowerPoint. The outline of Africa was traced from an image sourced from
Printable Maps blog: <https:/printable-maps.blogspot.com/2008/08/blank-africa-outline-map.html>. The outline of
Nigeria was traced from an image sourced from WorldAtlas:
<https://www.worldatlas.com/webimage/countrys/africa/outline/ngout.htm>. Additionally, the author consulted
Google Maps in the placing of notable lines of latitude and longitude.

35 Map created by the author in Microsoft PowerPoint. The outline of Nigeria was traced from the same source as
noted in footnote 34 above. The outline of Igboland was traced from an image sourced from Nairaland Forum
<https://www.nairaland.com/2786931/igboland-not-landlocked/7>. Additionally, the author consulted Google Maps
in the placing of lines of latitude and longitude.

36 There are some Igbo communities that lay west of the River Niger, but a majority lay east of it.

37 Ifemesia, Traditional Humane Living, 15; Uchendu, The Igbo of Southeastern Nigeria, 1.

38 In the 1960s, British anthropologist and missionary G. T. Basden reported that there was likely no other area in
Africa besides Egypt and major cities that had a higher population density than Igboland (Ifemesia cites Basden. See
Ifemesia, Traditional Humane Living, 15-16). The Igbo population of Nigeria today numbers approximately 29
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in tracing Igbo history, historians have looked to origin traditions, which allow a society to record
a series of changes over time, but also to inculcate its members with its evolved system of beliefs,
values, and laws. Chinua Achebe put it more succinctly: “Our ancestors created their different
polities with myths embodying their varying perceptions of reality. Every people everywhere did
the same.”®® Yet, the question of how historians should interpret traditions of creation and origin
in Africa remains an open one. Nwando Achebe argues that, although not necessarily a literal
recounting of past events, oral traditions of a society’s origins are useful historical tools because
they represent what that society collectively thinks about itself and its history.*® One of the uses of
such traditions, in the Igbo case, is to explain how the earth and the laws that forbid polluting it
became sanctified. As noted by John Anenechukwu Umeh, an author of numerous scholarly works
on Igbo culture and religion,*!
The first purification of the earth polluted by the deaths and the other pollutants after the
tragic destruction was done by Chukwu using His tears—anya mili which formed
Oshimili/Orimili Nnu—the salty oceans. After that, Ana/ala/ani—Iland became sacred. And
anybody or anything which commits an abomination or pollution must cleanse the land to
restore Her sacredness.*?

Creation narratives such as the above help to substantiate the importance of omenani to indigenous

Igbo society. The centrality of ani and her laws is also evident in the Igbo origin tradition.

million, but this includes Igbo people living in other regions of Nigeria as well. The United States CIA World Factbook
states that based on a total Nigerian population of 203.5 million (from 2018 estimates) and Igbo people representing
14.1% of the population (based on 2013 estimates), there are 28.69 million Igbo people in Nigeria. However, since
there is a lack of reliable data available and since the statistics that the CIA World Factbook provides are only
estimates—estimates  from different years no less—this number is only an approximation.
<https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/attachments/summaries/NI-summary.pdf>.

39 Chinua Achebe, “What Has Literature Got to Do with It?” in Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays (New York:
Doubleday, 1989), 168.

40 Nwando Achebe, The Female King of Colonial Nigeria: Ahebi Ugbabe (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2011), 30.

4 Umeh’s degrees and academic positions held have been in the biological sciences, but he has written several works
that contribute to the social sciences and humanities, including Compulsory Acquisition of Land and Compensation
in Nigeria (Law in Africa) (London: Sweet and Maxwell 1973); After God is Dibia: Igbo Cosmology, Divination and
Sacred Science in Nigeria (London: Karnak House, 1997); Nkenu: The Igho Yes-Bird: Stories, Poems, Songs, and
Superstitions of Nkenu of Igholand (Enugu: University of Nigeria, Economic Development Institute, 2005).

42 Emphasis in original: Umeh, After God is Dibia, 8.
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Although the Igbo tradition of origin has a number of variants, most of them credit a man
named Eri as the progenitor of the Igbo ethnic group.** Some traditions say that Eri was a sky
being who came to earth to found the first Igbo settlement at Nri,** which played a crucial role in
the development of Igbo laws, beliefs, values, and customs over thousands of years. A man called
Nri—the eldest son of Eri—and his descendants eventually spread out from the town of the same
name, and by the ninth century CE founded numerous other Igbo settlements.*> From then until
the end of the sixteenth century, Igbo people from other towns held the people and religious
influence of Nri in high esteem.*¢ In fact, priests from Nri were often summoned to various Igbo
communities to cleanse the land that had been polluted by nso ani.*’ During the seventeenth
century, however, another Igbo group, the Aro from Arochukwu in southeastern Igboland, gained
political and economic power over much of Igboland and neighboring Ibibioland through their

aggressive participation in the Atlantic slave trade.*® Many Igbo communities came to fear an

4 Otigbuanyinya O. C. Onyesoh, Nri: The Cradle of Igbo Culture and Civilization (Onitsha: Tabansi Press, 2000),
13; Umeh, After God is Dibia, 9; Achebe, “Chi in Igbo Cosmology,” 102; Afigbo, “Time and Its Measurement,” 417;
Richard Henderson, The King in Every Man: Evolutionary Trends in Onitsha Ibo Society and Culture (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1972), 370; Chike Odunze, written questionnaire, questions supplied by the author, Ezinkwo
Ogidi, 5 May 2018; Ogbogu Azubuike Chuka, interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 1 May 2018.

4 Onyesoh, Nri, 13; Umeh, After God is Dibia, 9; Achebe, “Chi in Igbo Cosmology,” 102; Afigbo, “Time and Its
Measurement,” 417.

4 Henderson, The King in Every Man, 60-61; Onyesoh, Nri, 9-14; Augustine S. O. Okwu, Igho Culture and the
Christian Missions, 1857-1957: Conversion in Theory and Practice (Lanham: University Press of America, 2010),
10; Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 30; Chike Odunze, written questionnaire, questions supplied by
the author.

46 Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 30. For example, Henderson (The King in Every Man, 60-61)
notes that since many Igbo towns have traced their lineage to Nri, the town “gained the right to produce the sacred
‘yam medicine’ (ogwu-ji) for which surrounding peoples traditionally came to Nri and for which they paid him an
annual tribute to insure the edibility of their yams.”

47 Sebastian Okafo, interview by Anthonia Uchenna Anyegbunam, Abatete, 6 September 1983, in Anyegbunam, “The
External Relations of Ogidi Up to 1903 (B.A. Thesis, Department of History, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 1984),
93; Nwude Anumba, interview by Anthonia Uchenna Anyegbunam, Uru Ogidi, 4 September 1983, in Anyegbunam,
“The External Relations of Ogidi,” 84-85; Raphael Anyagbunam, interview by Anthonia Uchenna Anyegbunam,
Akanano Ogidi, 15 August 1983 in Anyegbunam, “The External Relations of Ogidi,” 68; Nwosu Enwude (Nwawulu),
interview by Anthonia Uchenna Anyegbunam, Ikenga Ogidi, 7 September 1983, in Anyegbunam, “The External
Relations of Ogidi,” 100; Ononenyi Amobi, interview by Anthonia Uchenna Anyegbunam, Ikenga Ogidi, 9 September
1983, in Anyegbunam, “The External Relations of Ogidi,” 105; Talbot, The Peoples of Southern Nigeria Volume II1
Ethnology, 596-597.

48 Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 32-33;
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Arochukwu oracle named ibinukpabi, who was said to condemn certain criminals to
enslavement.*® Ogidi was one of the few communities that successfully defended itself from Aro

slave raiders, by enslaving members of other communities and trading them to the Aro.>°
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Figure 3. Map of Igboland

The outer boundary of Igboland is delineated®’

4 Dike and Ekejiuba, The Aro of South-eastern Nigeria, 4, 154; Meek, Law and Authority, 5; David Northrup, Trade
Without Rulers: Pre-Colonial Economic Development in South-Eastern Nigeria (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978),
115; Simon Ottenberg, “Ibo Oracles and Intergroup Relations,” Southwestern Journal of Anthropology 14, no. 3
(1958): 299; A. E. Afigbo, The Igbo and Their Neighbours: Inter-group Relations in Southeastern Nigeria to 1953
(Ibadan: University Press, 1987), 43, 171; G. Ugo Nwokeji, The Slave Trade and Culture in the Bight of Biafra: An
African Society in the Atlantic World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 135.

50 Chief Edward Dike Ibemesi, interview by the author, Ogidi, 7 March 2018; Ezeudo, interview by Arinze Ernest
Agbogu, Ikenga Ogidi, 30 December 1975, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891: A Brief Survey of the Origins, Migrations,
Settlement, and Intergroup Relations” (B.A. Thesis, Department of History and Archaeology, University of Nigeria,
Nsukka, 1976), 93; Lawrence Agulefo, interview by Arinze Ernest Agbogu, Ikenga Ogidi, 22 December 1975, in
Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 96; Nwosu Enwude, interview by Arinze Ernest Agbogu, Tkenga Ogidi, 12 December
1974, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 43; Raphael Anyaegbunam, interview by Anthonia Uchenna Anyegbunam,
Akanano Ogidi, 15 August 1983, in Anyegbunam, “The External Relations of Ogidi,” 67; Nwosu Enwude (Nwawulu),
interview by Anthonia Uchenna Anyegbunam, in Anyegbunam, “The External Relations of Ogidi,” 99.

51 Map created by the author using Microsoft PowerPoint. The background image and outline of Igboland were traced
from the same source as noted in footnote 35 above. Additionally, the author consulted Google Maps for the placement
of notable towns and cities.
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Although communities situated along the coast of the Bight of Biafra’? had contact with
Europeans as early as the sixteenth century, those in the Igbo hinterland—including Ogidi—only
had indirect interactions with Europeans oge slave trade (during the time of the Atlantic slave
trade). When the British abolished the trade in the early nineteenth century, European commercial
concerns sought to acquire palm oil, cocoa, and other valuable goods from southeastern Nigeria.>
By the 1840s, they had founded outposts in the interior along the River Niger, and by 1857, the
Anglican Church Missionary Society (CMS)> had also ventured up the Niger and established their
first mission station in Igboland, at Onitsha. Although the eager missionaries were able to enter
some communities located just inland from Onitsha, the CMS did not arrive in Ogidi until 1892,
gaining access through the assistance of Ogidi indigene Walter Amobi, who had been sent to
Onitsha in his youth and subsequently educated by the CMS.>*> As the only English speaker from
Ogidi, Amobi positioned himself as an ideal colonial intermediary, and between 1900 and 1902
led colonial forces to Ogidi and other towns in the Igbo interior to confiscate their firearms, a

period remembered by the people as oge ntiji egbe (during the time that the firearms were

52 Off the coast of Nigeria, the Bight of Biafta is a bay of the Atlantic Ocean that constitutes the eastern-most part of
the Gulf of Guinea.

53 K. Onwuka Dike, 100 Years of British Rule in Nigeria 1851-1951 (Lagos: Federal Information Service, 1958 [reprint
of 1956 Dike’s Lugard Lectures]), 6-7; Stephan F. Miescher and Lisa A. Lindsay, Introduction to Men and
Masculinities in Modern Africa, ed. Stephan F. Miescher and Lisa A. Lindsay (Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2003), 3; A.
E. Afigbo, “Chief Igwegbe Odum: The Omenuko of History,” in Nigeria Magazine 90 (1966): 224; Raphael Chijioke
Njoku, “’Ogaranya’ (Wealthy Men) in Late Nineteenth Century Igboland: Chief Igwebe Odum of Arondizuogu, c.
1860-1940,” African Economic History 36 (2008): 27, 34, 46; G. L. Jones, From Slaves to Palm Oil: Slave Trade and
Palm Oil Trade in the Bight of Biafra (Cambridge: African Studies Center, 1989).

54 In 1995, the organization changed its name from Church Missionary Society to Church Mission Society.

55 Chief Edward Dike Ibemesi, interview by the author; Raphael Anyaegbunam, interview by Anthonia Uchenna
Anyegbunam, in Anyegbunam, “The External Relations of Ogidi,” 71; Ezekwesilu Mba (Okwesi), interview by
Anthonia Uchenna Anyegbunam, Ikenga Ogidi, 19 August 1983, in Anyegbunam, “The External Relations of Ogidi,”
81; Chief Louis Okoye, interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 77, 78; Chief
Lawrence Agulefo, interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, Ikenga Ogidi, 14 September 1983, in Osakwe, “Kingship
in Ogidi,” 83; Chief Uzowulu Udo, interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, Ikenga Ogidi, 28 September 1983, in
Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 109; M. O. Onwugbufor, interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 3
October 1983, in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 115; Clement Chibuzo Amobi, written questionnaire administered by
Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, 12 December 1983, in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 120; Oduche Cyril Okafor, interview
by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 26 April 2018; Chief Lawrence Nwankwo Onwuteaka, interview by the author, Tkenga
Ogidi, 4 April 2018; Dike Ibemesi, Ogidi: Historical Perspective of a People (Ogidi: Ekpechi and Sons, 1995), 66.
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destroyed).>® At that time, the British used an approach to colonization known as indirect rule, in
which indigenous members of the colonized society were employed as low-ranking members of
the colonial administration. In theory, this allowed the colonizers to tap into pre-existing political
structures, making each community’s king or chief a warrant chief: i.e., a judge in one of the newly
established native courts.’” It was in this context that Amobi returned to Ogidi permanently,
becoming the town’s first warrant chief in 1903.%3

The problem that the British encountered with implementing this strategy in Igboland was
that Igbo society had always consisted of small-scale democracies with no individual rulers.’® As
a solution, the British created warrant chiefs, who came to act as more than court judges: often
usurping leadership of their communities from titled elders, men’s and women’s councils, and
spiritual forces. Other notable positions available to male colonial collaborators were those of court
clerks and court messengers—the latter often called kotmas®*—who in theory fell just below the
rank of warrant chief, but in reality, wielded just as much if not more power. Warrant chiefs, court

clerks, and kotmas were among the most influential contributors, whether intentionally or not, to

56 Chief Nwosu Nwawulu Enwude, interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, Ikenga Ogidi, 16 September 1983, in
Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 92; Lawrence Agulefo, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 97; M. O. Onwugbufor, in
Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 115; Chief Lawrence Agulefo, in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 84; Chief Louis Okoye,
in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 77; Anonymous oral history collaborator 1, interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 3
April 2018; Ibemesi, Ogidi, 101; Achebe, “’Ogidi Palaver,”” 24.

57 Afigbo, The Warrant Chiefs, 51, 78; Harry A. Gailey, The Road to Aba: A Study of British Administrative Policy in
Eastern Nigeria (New York: New York University Press, 1970), 6; Toyin Falola and Adam Paddock, The Women's
War of 1929: A History of Anti-Colonial Resistance in Eastern Nigeria (Durham: Carolina Academic Press, 2011), 6-
7.

58 High Chief Robinson Okudo (Esema), interview by the author, 14 September 2018; Ezeudo, in Agbogu, “Ogidi
Before 1891,” 91; Chief Louis Okoye, in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 78; Chief Uzowulu Udo, in Osakwe,
“Kingship in Ogidi,” 110; M. O. Onwugbufor, in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 115; Berthram Aduba, interview by
Ifeoma Catherine Onwugbufor, 23 February 1992, in Onwugbufor, “The Evolution of Igwe Chieftaincy in Ogidi”
(B.A. Thesis, Department of History, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 1992), 113; Nwosu Enwude, in Agbogu, “Ogidi
Before 1891,” 46; Ibemesi, Ogidi, 66.

59 Afigbo, The Warrant Chiefs, 60; John E. Eberegbulam Njoku, The Igbos of Nigeria: Ancient Rites, Changes and
Survival (Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1990), 1; Isichei, A History of the Igho People, 21; Judith Van Allen,
“’Sitting on a Man’: Colonialism and the Lost Political Institutions of Igbo Women,” Canadian Journal of African
Studies, 6.2 (1972): 167.

80 Kotmas is the pidgin English rendering of “court messengers,” and is the term with which many of my oral history
collaborators referenced such individuals.
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the re-gendering of law in Igboland, and in Ogidi in particular, oge ndi ocha chilu. Walter Amobi
took this process one step further by arrogating to himself the fictitious title of igwe one year after
becoming Ogidi’s warrant chief, as we shall see in Chapter 3. Yet, despite the process of the re-
gendering of law that occurred in Ogidi oge Walter (during the reign of Ilgwe Walter Amobi, 1904-
25) and oge interregnum, the women of Ogidi collectively sought to uphold female-centric
indigenous law, not least through four noteworthy protests between the turn of the twentieth
century—just prior to Walter Amobi’s reign—and the mid-twentieth century, oge Benjamin
(during the reign of Igwe Benjamin Amobi, 1944-73).

The re-gendering of law in Ogidi and across Igboland was manifested gradually oge Walter
and oge interregnum. In the wake of the reorganization of the native court system in the early
1930s, it was increasingly clear that the female-centric indigenous law was falling out of favor
with large numbers of Igbo people. As anthropologist G. T. Basden observed in 1938,

Native law and custom has been almost completely disrupted; indeed, as a leading Ibo man

said recently, ‘there is no longer any fixed law or custom’. Much is in the melting-pot;

much has perished altogether. To put the situation plainly, ancient native law and custom

cannot exist side by side nor intermingle with the principles of the British Government.®!
Basden was correct to note that indigenous Igbo law could not coexist for long with the male-
centric agenda of colonial rule, and that what the British administration accepted and enacted as

‘native law and custom’ was not wholly indigenous, but rather a set of distortions of indigenous

institutions created “in the melting-pot.”

61 Emphasis in original: Basden, Niger Ibos, xii.
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Ogidi: Both Unique and Representative
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Figure 4. Map of Ogidi Native Court Area

Approximate layout from 1911 to 19325

Ogidi is a useful case-study for examining the re-gendering of law in Igboland oge ndi
ocha chilu for several reasons. First, due in part to its proximity to Onitsha, the missionaries’ and
colonial officials’ point of entry into Igboland, and in part due to Walter Amobi’s strong ties to
both of these groups of Europeans, Ogidi became the seat of a native court area that served at least

ten towns.® It was also especially well-documented by the colonial administration, due to Amobi’s

62 Map created by the author using Microsoft PowerPoint. In her drawing of Trunk A Road (which is now called Old
Onitsha-Enugu Road, or alternatively, Limca Road) and the placement of cities and towns on the map, the author
consulted Google Maps. For the source used in creating the in-set map in the upper left corner, see footnote 51 above.
63 At least nine towns besides Ogidi—Abacha, Abatete, Nkpor, Obosi, Ogbunike, Umudioka, Umunnachi, Umunya,
and Umuoji—fell within the Ogidi Native Court area. Although more towns were likely added to the jurisdiction of
the Ogidi Native Court during its period of use, 1911-1932, the above are the ones that can be corroborated by multiple
sources. Chief Louis Okoye, interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 78; Chief
Akunwafor Osegbo (Omeka), interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 19 September 1983, in Osakwe,
“Kingship in Ogidi,” 99; Chief Lawrence Agulefo, interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe, Ikenga Ogidi, in Osakwe,
“Kingship in Ogidi,” 85; Lawrence Anwurebo, interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 27 March 2018; Oduche Cyril
Okafor, interview by the author; Chief David N. C. Akobi, interview by the author, Akanano Ogidi, 25 April 2018;
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reputation as a strong but problematic warrant chief and igwe; and the resulting body of surviving
colonial evidence offers important insights into how British officials viewed the townspeople and
their ruler oge Walter. And, because of its proximity, the people of Ogidi had ready access to its
native court, whereas those from neighboring towns had to travel to it from farther away, which
may have limited or impeded their use of that institution. Although exact statistics on the
hometowns of each person who was involved in litigation in the Ogidi Native Court cannot be
compiled, a high proportion of the available transcripts from Ogidi Native Court cases cite litigants
from Ogidi.®* Moreover, an arguably disproportionate number of Ogidi men became warrant
chiefs, headmen,® kotmas, and court clerks, not only because of the court’s presence, but because
Ogidi was one of the first Igbo towns to establish English schools and inculcate its youth with the
skills that would allow them to become colonial collaborators. And, no fewer than 135 individuals
in Ogidi were willing to work with me as oral history collaborators,*® providing information on
their town’s religion, laws, and history. In short, there is abundant evidence available from archival
documents, oral sources, and secondary sources regarding the changes that swept over Ogidi oge
ndi ocha chilu, and this allows us to draw relatively firm conclusions about how re-gendering
affected this town and its people.

Additionally, focusing on one town instead of the entirety of Igboland allows for closer

analysis of how the imposition of colonial law affected individuals. By the same token, Ogidi was

NAE, OP 7/1924 ONPROF 7/11/1: “Ogidi Native Court. Representation made by Mkpo [Nkpor] Town for Separation
from Ogidi Native Court”; NAE, OP 80/1928 ONPROF 7/15/28: “Petition by Nwabude of Umunya re case between
him and Madam Chibogwu of Onitsha in Ogidi Native Court.”

64 As I detail in Chapter 5, composite statistics on native court proceedings in the Onitsha Province, in which Ogidi
was located oge ndi ocha chilu, are available in archival documents, but most of the transcripts of court cases (which
include the hometowns of litigants involved) have been lost or misplaced and are therefore unavailable.

65 Headmen, or (minor) chiefs as they were alternatively called, were men whom the colonial authorities selected to
procure laborers for various projects. Some headmen/chiefs were later promoted to the post of warrant chief.

% T adopt Achebe’s term “oral history collaborators’ to refer to those I interviewed for my research, agreeing that these
individuals did more than just respond to questions or inform my project. Rather, they were partners or collaborators
in the history-making process. See Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, 5-6.
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a large enough town that one can also discern wider trends in it, including how colonialism affected
groups such as Igbo women. Not least, this is clear in how various factors bound up in the colonial
encounter slowly unraveled the female-centric legal system of indigenous Igbo society, and
replaced it with several iterations of the native court system.®” The exclusive positioning of men
in the Ogidi Native Court, for example, paralleled developments across Igboland, with the
appointment of one female warrant chief in the Nsukka Division being the exception proving the
rule.®® Patterns of the increased use of the Ogidi Native Court oge Walter and oge interregnum
also mirrored such patterns across much of Igboland.®

For all the ways that Ogidi’s experience reflected that of Igboland generally, the town’s
history has unique elements that make it particularly important for microstudy. Of key importance
1s Walter Amobi, whose early connections with missionaries and other Europeans, and later
exploitative behavior as a community leader, drew the attention and ire of prominent local women
and colonial administrators alike. Because of Amobi’s tyranny, the women of Ogidi repeatedly
protested his unjust rule and his offenses against women, ani, and other deities. The largest of these
demonstrations, which Nwando Achebe coined the women’s market protest,”® was a series of
events in March and April 1914, and is significant to both Igbo historiography and women’s and

gender studies, not least due to its many similarities to the 1929 Igbo Women’s War,”! but also

7 The native court system in southeastern Nigeria went through three distinct phases: first, as a burgeoning system,
heavily reliant on colonial officials who oversaw warrant chiefs’ adjudication from the early 1900s to 1918; second,
the removal of British officials from the courts in 1918 and the subsequent increased authority of warrant chiefs and
court clerks until 1933, in which the last phase—called the ‘reorganization’—began by replacing warrant chiefs with
large groups of all-male judicial bodies. These phases will be covered in-depth in Chapter 5.

% For more on this female warrant chief, see Achebe, The Female King of Colonial Nigeria.

% This is explored in detail in Chapter 5.

79 Nwando Achebe is the first scholar to publish on this event. See Achebe, “’Ogidi Palaver,”” 23-51. This protest will
be analyzed in detail in Chapter 4.

"I The Women’s War consisted of thousands of Igbo and Ibibio women protesting en masse across the southern
Nigerian provinces of Calabar and Owerri in November and December 1929. These women protested corrupt warrant
chiefs, court clerks, and by extension the colonial administration, because they refused to allow women to air their
many grievances with colonial rule at the native courts. Although the British collectively called these demonstrations
the “Aba Riots,” they are more accurately described by the Igbo term, Ogu Umunwaanyi, which means “Women’s
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due to its status as the earliest documented mass protest by Igbo women against the authority of a
powerful colonial collaborator and, by extension, the colonial administration. Examining it in the
context of the re-gendering of law that had recently taken root may therefore provide a useful
template or baseline for analysis of other southern Nigerian women’s protests against colonial and
male-centric rule that followed over the ensuing decades.
The Interconnectedness of Ogidi’s History and Things Fall Apart

Ogidi is also an important site for microstudy due to its status as the inspiration for Things
Fall Apart’s town of Umuofia. I agree with Chinua Achebe’s assertion that his novels are
legitimate sources of Igbo cosmology and history. In a 1980 interview, he explained that his works
of fiction present “a total world and a total life as it is lived in that world, and you cannot do that
in a vacuum . . . if someone is in search of information, or knowledge, or enlightenment about the
total life of these people—the Igbo people—I think my novels would be a good source.”’”> While
many of Things Fall Apart’s themes and events are representative of the history of Igboland in
general, Achebe also drew on specific knowledge that he learned from indigenous custodians of
Ogidi’s history; and thus, some notable elements in the novel are specific to Ogidi. The novel
therefore provides an artistic rendering of the real town’s legal, religious, and political histories
tupu ndi ocha bia and oge ndi ocha chilu. For example, the masked spirits of the ancestors are
called the egwugwu in Ogidi, as in Umuofia, but in most parts of Igboland they are called mmoo.
Likewise, the river goddess idemili featured in Things Fall Apart is local to a relatively small area

of southern Igboland that encompasses Ogidi; and Umuofia—a town said, like Ogidi, to be made

War.” During a few of these protests, British officers ordered their soldiers to fire on the women, resulting in the
deaths of over fifty women. For further discussion of these events, see Marc Matera, Misty L. Bastian, and Susan
Kingsley Kent, The Women'’s War of 1929: Gender and Violence in Colonial Nigeria (London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2012); Van Allen, “‘Aba Riots,”” 11-39; Falola and Paddock, The Women’s War of 1929.

72 Chinua Achebe, interview by Kalu Ogbaa, 1980, reprinted in Conversations with Chinua Achebe, 64.
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up of nine villages—is known for being home to the most fearsome warriors in the land, just as
Ogidi was fupu ndi ocha bia.”®> And, when British officials arrive in Umuofia, they establish a
native court and accompanying jail, just as they did in Ogidi, the presence of such institutions
being exceptional. These are not the only similarities that point to the unique ties between Ogidi
and the fictional Umuofia. The novel is a uniquely rich source of information on how Ogidi elders
of the early/mid twentieth century understood their history, religion, law, and cosmology; and its
general historical accuracy can be confirmed by other sources, such as the detailed ethnographies
of British anthropologists including G. T. Basden, P. Amaury Talbot, and C. K. Meek, and the
renowned anthropological, sociological, and historical accounts of A. E. Afigbo, Victor Uchendu,
Chieka Ifemesia, and others.

Many scholars have sparingly used instances from Things Fall Apart to illustrate
arguments about how religion, law, or governance functioned in Igboland tupu ndi ocha bia and

the negative effects that colonialism had on Igbo society.”* But, because of the manner of the

3 Achebe, Things Fall Apart, 10-11, 162, 171, 183; Patience Nweke, interview by the author, Ikenga, Ogidi, 4
September 2018; Grace Uju Nwosu, interview by the author, Ikenga, Ogidi, 25 September 2018; Chief Dr. Okoye
Obumm Ikechukwu, interview by the author, Ogidi, 26 October 2018; Chinedu Okwumelu, Ezeidemili Odida,
interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 31 July 2018; Christiana Okaro, interview by the author, Ogidi, 4 September
2018; Theresa Odinye, interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 12 September 2018; Ifeude Okeke, interview by the
author, Tkenga Ogidi, 29 August 2018; Ifeoma Chiegbu, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 27 August 2018;
Chief Peter Ikem Amobi, interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 29 August 2018; Edith Ugolo, interview by the author,
Ezinkwo Ogidi, 18 August 2018; Virginia Onwunyili, interview by the author, lkenga, Ogidi, 30 August 2018;
Christopher Nwakeze, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 16 August 2018; Chief Edward Dike Ibemesi,
interview by the author; Christian Chieze, interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 20 March 2018; Chief Chinedu Olisa
C. Onyeama, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 12 April 201; Nwokeke Okunwo, interview by Arinze Ernest
Agbogu, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 19 December 1975, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 77; Ezigbo Otuo, interview by Arinze
Ernest Agbogu, Uru Ogidi, 12 December 1975, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 82; Ezeudo, interview by Arinze
Ernest Agbogu, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 90; Chief Uzowulu Udo, interview by Chukwuma C. C. Osakwe,
in Osakwe, “Kingship in Ogidi,” 109.

74 The following are selected examples: Anyanwu, “Crime and Punishment,” 58-61; Ndubueze L. Mbah, Emergent
Masculinities: Gendered Power and Social Change in the Biafran Atlantic Age (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2019),
130; Chima Korieh, The Land Has Changed: History, Society, and Gender in Colonial Eastern Nigeria (Calgary: The
University of Calgary Press, 2010), 43-44; Ifi Amadiume, Daughters of the Goddess, Daughters of Imperialism:
African Women, Culture, Power and Democracy (New York: Zed Books, 2000), 37; John N. Oriji, “Transformations
in Igbo Cosmology During the Slave Trade: A Study of the Genesis of Place-Names, Totems and Taboos,” in Between
Tradition and Change, 101, 103; Ekechi, “Religion and Politics,” 120; Jell-Bahlsen, The Water Goddess in Igbo
Cosmology, 362; Njoku, The Igbos of Nigeria, 25-26, 29, 31, 66, 68, 128; I. Chukwukere, “Chi in Igbo Religion and
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novel’s composition and its resulting close correlation with Ogidi’s history, Things Fall Apart can
be used as a historical source to an extent not previously attempted in Igbo historical scholarship.”
The present work, in contrast to its predecessors, includes an in-depth, sustained dialogue with the
novel, as [ trace the processes of the (re)gendering of law in Ogidi oge four quarters-oge
interregnum, and thereby arrive at a new understanding of the broader history of that Igbo
community. Because it provides vivid detail on the historical processes of re-gendering,
colonizing, and reorganizing society according to male-centric, British expectations, which are
also major themes within the novel, this work will be a useful tool that can be studied alongside
Things Fall Apart by those taking advanced placement high school courses as well as
undergraduate courses in the fields of African studies, history, and literature. My frequent use of
excerpts from the novel throughout this dissertation, and particularly in Chapter 2, offer concrete
evidence not only that its plot, motifs, and themes are historically based, but also that
understanding indigenous Igbo religion and law is fundamental to understanding the tragedy of
Umuofia’s and Igboland’s falling apart under the pressure of colonial rule. My interpretation of
the novel focuses on the centrality of the female principle to the narrative, and I argue that the
driving force behind all of the troubles that befall the main character, and Umuofia, is the rejection

or transgression of omenani, as will be explained further in later chapters.”®

Thought: The God in Every Man,” Anthropos 78, no. 3 (1983): 526; Victor Chikezie Uchendu, “Ezi Na Ulo: The
Extended Family in Igbo Civilization,” Dialectical Anthropology 31, no. 1 (2007): 177; Ifi Amadiume, “Bodies,
Choices, Globalizing Neocolonial Enchantments: African Matriarchs and Mammy Water,” Meridians 2, no. 2 (2002):
57.

75 Tt should be noted that several scholars have closely examined and historicized particular themes in Things Fall
Apart, including gender, but have done so only in articles or essays, not in book-length works. See Nwando Achebe,
“Balancing Male and Female Principles: Teaching About Gender in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart,” Ufahamu:
A Journal of African Studies 29, no. 1 (2002): 121-143; Christopher Anyokwu, “Re-Imagining Gender in Chinua
Achebe’s ‘Things Fall Apart,”” Interdisciplinary Literary Studies 12, no. 2 (2011): 16-31; Clement A. Okafor, “Chinua
Achebe: His Novels and the Environment,” CLA Journal 32, no. 4 (1989): 433-442; Biodun Jeyifo, “Okonkwo and
His Mother: Things Fall Apart and Issues of Gender in the Constitution of African Postcolonial Discourse,” Callaloo
16, no. 4 (1993): 847-858.

76 Nwando Achebe first focused attention to the female principle and argued this point in her article, “Balancing Male
and Female Principles,” 121-143. This attention to gender is also noted briefly by Kwame Anthony Appiah, in the
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Methodology

Throughout this study, as noted above, I use Igbo words, phrases, periodizations, and
proverbs, all of which are essential to Igbo knowledge dissemination. I do this so that my oral
history collaborators and other Ogidi people will recognize themselves in the work. After all, it is
Ogidi people’s history, and so should be written from their perspective, rather than from a Western
one arranged according to Euro-American periodizations, or only using haphazard English
translations to describe uniquely Igbo concepts. In short, I have made a conscious effort to place
Igbo cosmology and Ogidi people’s experiences at the heart of my study. In particular, the
importance of Igbo proverbs and other adages to a rounded understanding of Igbo history,
language, and cosmology can hardly be overstated. No child grows up in an Igbo community
without being taught the values of Igbo society via adages and aphorisms; indeed, there is even a
proverb that asserts the utility and centrality of this: ilu bu mmanu eji eri okwu, “proverbs are the
palm oil with which words are eaten.””’ And, as my dissertation advisor informed one of my
graduate seminars, “proverbs explain society to itself.”’® Because the intended audiences of this
study are Igbo people as well as students and academics around the world, I have also strived to
write it in accessible language that non-specialists and non-academics can readily understand and
appreciate. I hope that it adequately reflects the importance of oral sources, and of Igbo

conceptions of time and place.

Forward to The African Trilogy: Things Fall Apart; Arrow of God; No Longer at Ease, Chinua Achebe (New York:
Penguin, 2017), x.

77 Achebe, Things Fall Apart, 7.

78 Statement that Nwando Achebe made to us, her students, in a Women, Gender, and Sexuality in Africa seminar,
Michigan State University, 29 September 2016.
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Privileging Igbo Periodization

Nearly all Africanist historians use the terms ‘pre-colonial,” ‘colonial,” and ‘post-colonial’
to delineate eras within their studies. This dissertation, however, employs a unique periodization
aligned more closely with those used by the people of Ogidi both tupu ndi ocha bia and oge ndi
ocha chilu. 1gbo history can be traced back many centuries, as confirmed by archeological finds
at Igbo Ukwu and other sites in southern Igboland dating back 4,500 to 5,000 years.”’ Tupu ndi
ocha bia, the “small Igbo week” comprised four days, while the “big Igbo week” had eight. An
Igbo month consisted of twenty-eight days, seven small weeks, or one lunar cycle; and an Igbo
year, thirteen lunar months.®? This system of time measurement was ubiquitous across Igboland
until the arrival of the British®' and for much of Igboland, the periodizations tupu ndi ocha bia and
oge ndi ocha chilu signify the broad expanses of what is generally referred to as pre-colonial and
colonial history, respectively. However, there are also periodizations specific to Ogidi that I utilize
throughout this dissertation. The starting point of this study is oge four quarters, an early phase in
Ogidi’s history during which the four large sections of the town that still exist today were
established. To understand the importance of this periodization, however, we must first understand

Ogidi’s tradition of origin, which holds that it was founded by a man named Ezechuamagha.’?

7 Okwu, Igbo Culture and the Christian Missions, 4, 6; Ugonna, Mmonwu, 12-13; Isichei, 4 History of the Igbo
People, 3; Ifemesia, Traditional Humane Living, 18; John Nwachimereze Oriji, Traditions of Igho Origin: A Study of
Pre-Colonial Population Movements in Africa Revised Edition (New York: Peter Lang, 1994), 10. Okwu even posits
that people have lived in what is considered the Igbo heartland for up to 60,000 years, although before about 4,500
years ago it is not clear that those people were distinctly Igbo (Okwu, Ighbo Culture and the Christian Missions, 6).
Historians A. E. Afigbo and Chieka Ifemesia asserted that the people who became the Igbo first settled in a triangular
geographical area in between the towns of Awka, Orlu, and Okigwi, which stretches from the northern Igbo plateau
into the central Igboland forests (A. E. Afigbo, “The Aro of South-Eastern Nigeria: A Socio-Historical Analysis of
Legends of their Origin: Part 11,” African Notes 7, no. 1 (no year of publication given): 105; Ifemesia, Traditional
Humane Living, 21).

80 Afigbo, “Time and Its Measurement,” 418; M. Angulu Onwuejeogwu, The Principles of Ethnogeneachronology:
Dating Nri (Igbo) Oral Tradition (Benin City: Ethiope Publishing Corporation, 1997), 47.

81 In addition to following the seven-day week of the Gregorian calendar, the four-day week is still used in Igboland
to this day, primarily for purposes of rotating local markets and indigenous religious festivals.

82 Oriji, Traditions of Igbo Origin, 48-49; Dominic Nnamdi Obijiofor, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 17
April 2018; Chukwuka Jerry Okongwu and Chukwudi M Okongwu, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 2 May

24



Although his origins are unclear,®® most of my oral history collaborators agreed that he was a
hunter and warrior who married a woman named Anuibosi with whom he had a son named Inwelle.
Inwelle, in turn, had a son named Ogidi.?* Some of my collaborators as well as a few interviewed
in the 1970s and ’80s placed the lifetime of this Ogidi oge slave trade, i.e., sometime during the

period from the late sixteenth to the mid-nineteenth century.®® Ogidi had two wives—Duaja and

2018; Ori C. Uzowulu, interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 16 March 2018; Chief John Amanwa, interview by the
author, Ikenga Ogidi, 28 March 2018; Anonymous oral history collaborator 1, interview by the author; Chief Chinedu
Olisa C. Onyeama, interview by the author; Ozoekwe Clement Okudo, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 27
April 2018; Ogbogu Azubuike Chuka, interview by the author; Chief David N. C. Akobi, interview by the author;
High Chief Robinson Okudo, interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 1 March 2018; Emeka Daniel Onwujeaka,
interview by Spencer Chuka Obi, in Obi, “The Ogidi Nkpor Relations: A Case Study of Land Disputes 1925-1966”
(B.A. Thesis, Department of History and International Studies, Nnamdi Azikiwe University, 2005), 48.

8 Some say that Ezechuamagha was a warrior and hunter and eventually settled in the forest of what is present-day
Akanano quarter of Ogidi; others say Chukwu dropped him out of the sky and that he landed in what is now Ogidi;
others say he was a hunter from Arochukwu; and still others say Ezechuamagha migrated from the town of Nri or
Aguleri. Ori C. Uzowulu, interview by the author; Chief John Amanwa, interview by the author; Anonymous oral
history collaborator 1, interview by the author; Nwosu Enwude, interview by Arinze Ernest Agbogu, in Agbogu,
“Ogidi Before 1891,” 40; Okwesili Okerulu, interview by Arinze Ernest Agbogu, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 14 November 1975,
in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 51; Izundu Mgbemena, interview by Arinze Ernest Agbogu, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 15
November 1975, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 60; Chief Isama Nwawuluaru Nwosu, interview by Ifeoma
Catherine Onwugbufor, Ikenga Ogidi, 19 February 1992, in Onwugbufor, “The Evolution of Igwe Chieftaincy in
Ogidi,” 97; Udoh Boniface Uyanwa, interview by the author; Ichie Ezigbo Otuo, interview by Anthonia Uchenna
Anyegbunam, Uru Ogidi, 25 September 1983, in Anyegbunam, “The External Relations of Ogidi,” 133; Okwesili
Obiozor, interview by Arinze Ernest Agbogu, Tkenga Ogidi, 15 November 1975, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,”
65; Ezigbo Otuo, interview by Arinze Ernest Agbogu, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 79; Chief P.N. Ubakamma
(Ichie Ezejiaku), interview by Ifeoma Catherine Onwugbufor, Uru Ogidi, 24 February 1992, in Onwugbufor, “The
Evolution of Igwe Chieftaincy in Ogidi,” 111; Chief Chinedu Olisa C. Onyeama, interview by the author; Chief
Ozoekwe Clement Okudo, interview by the author.

8 Obi A. Okudo, interview by the author, Uru Ogidi, 2 April 2018; Anonymous oral history collaborator 1, interview
by the author; Onwuameze Ikwuwelu, interview by the author, Ogidi, 5 April 2018; Chief Godfrey Amazikwu,
interview by the author; Sir Albert Obi (Rex) Ezegbo, interview by the author, Ikenga Ogidi, 11 April 2018; Dominic
Nnamdi Obijiofor, interview by the author; Sir Anthony Obiora Okoye, interview by the author, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 19
April 2018; Chief Hillary Osegbo, interview by the author; Chief Ozoekwe Clement Okudo, interview by the author;
Chukwuka Jerry Okongwu and Chukwudi M Okongwu, interview by the author; High Chief Robinson Okudo,
interview by the author; Oriji, Traditions of Igbo Origin, 48-49; O. Osakwe, “The Origin and Settlement of Ogidi
People and their Ancient Government,” History 121 (1987): 4; Ichie Ezigbo Otuo, interview by Anthonia Uchenna
Anyegbunam, in Anyegbunam, “The External Relations of Ogidi,” 133; Chief Isama Nwawuluaru Nwosu, interview
by Ifeoma Catherine Onwugbufor, in Onwugbufor, “The Evolution of Igwe Chieftaincy in Ogidi,” 97.

85 Ogbogu Azubuike Chuka, interview by the author; Chukwuka Jerry Okongwu, interview by the author; Chukwudi
M. Okongwu, interview by the author; Rev. Victor Okoye, interview by Arinze Ernest Agbogu, Ezinkwo Ogidi, 13
December 1975, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 69; Nwokeke Okuwnwo, interview by Arinze Ernest Agbogu,
Ezinkwo Ogidi, 19 December 1975, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 76; Lawrence Agulefo, interview by Arinze
Ernest Agbogu, in Agbogu, “Ogidi Before 1891,” 95; Nwosu Enwude (Nwawulu), interview by Anthonia Uchenna
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Amalanyia—and between them, they bore him nine sons.?¢ With Duaja, he fathered Akanano, Uru,
Ezinkwo, Umu-Udo, and Ama-Okwu; and with Amalanyia, Ikenga, Uruagu, Achalla Ogidi, and
Nne-Ogidi.?” The town’s moniker Ogidi Ebo Teghete (Ogidi of nine villages) is closely linked to
these nine sons,®® and its four quarters that exist today—Akanano, Uru, Ezinkwo, and Ikenga—
are named after the strongest four of Ogidi’s sons, listed from eldest to youngest. We are told that
the other five left the town, giving up their rights to land in Ogidi, either because they were too
weak to compete with their stronger brothers, or because the latter had maltreated them;* and it
was only after this that the four remaining sons settled in the respective areas that now bear their
names. [ tentatively date oge four quarters to a time between the late sixteenth and late eighteenth
centuries CE, based on my analysis of the oral tradition of the lineages that descended from the

man Ogidi.”°
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