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Abstract 

Women, especially widows are marginalised in traditional African 

societies. Scholars have emphasised the ordeals which they face 

following the demise of their husbands. This study, “Widowhood 

practices in Ikwerre land: A Critique” attempts to analyse some of 

these ordeals in the light of traditional philosophy behind such 

obnoxious practices in Ikwerre land. The study reveals that 

widowhood rites is meaningful within the socio-cultural context, 

but that what make such widowhood practices bad is the way and 

manner in which they are done. The study, therefore, calls on village 

unions to legislate against the maltreatment of widows in the 

society. 

 

Introduction 

The lives of widows in our various communities have been traumatized by 

the practices involved in widowhood rituals. Lots of contributions have 

been made by scholars but it seems not to make any headway at all due to 

the diversity of cultures. The different opinions arsing form the idea of 

widowhood accounts for the reason why a common front cannot be formed 

to arrive at a wholistic approach to the problems of widowhood practices 
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in Nigeria. This study is an analysis of widowhood practices among the 

Ikwerre ethnic group in Rivers State, Nigeria. The importance of cultural 

traditions will be highlighted in attempt to understand such practices and 

ritual. Issues raised and addressed in this study includes an examination of 

the  different rituals and practices which a woman undergoes upon the 

death of her husband, mourning period and the modus of mourning, 

widows’ economic survival strategies, widow’s right to inheritance and the 

sociological impact of widowhood in Ikwerre culture. 

 

Theory and Methodology of African Women History 

When it comes to studying the history of women in most parts of Africa, 

many road blocks prevent the historian from producing a coherent 

narrative. Many of the traveller account that described trade, state 

formation and warfare in detail give biased account of women. A survey of 

Arabic texts reveals reports on West African women that tell little or 

nothing about their lives. Where they are available, the reports are held up 

against standards that portray them as uncivilized (White 1998:58). Deeply 

rooted Western attitudes complicate the approach to third world women’s 

history. The nineteenth century equation of the west with progress and 

modernity, the rest with stagnation and tradition still colours much of the 

discussion of women in third world studies. 

 A good history of women in Ikwerre cultures has not been 

adequately studied. In the past, such neglect reflected the general state of 

African historiography; focus was on visible political institutions, 

diplomatic events and intellectual currents of the high, as opposed to the 

popular culture. When issues that bother on a popular culture are 

addressed, they are seen from masculine lens (Tucker 1985:1). Part of the 

problem surely springs from basic misconceptions about her-story and its 

relation to social and economic history as a whole. Awe (1991:211) has 

noted that African historians seem to have inherited certain degrees of west 

bias, in that they have perpetuated in their writings the masculine centered 

view of history. Awe (1991) argues in the eighth volume General History of 
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Africa published by UNESCO in 1981, which summarized current 

significant knowledge in African History, says nothings about female 

contribution to that history. More so, The Groundwork of Nigerian History, the 

standard text on the history of Nigeria made no particular mention of the 

role of the Nigerian women in the development of their different societies. 

 The representation of African women in historical writing according 

to A. Imam (1988:30) has been characterized by four approaches; 

1. In the first (and most obvious) case, women have simply not been 

presented at all. 

2. In the second they are seen as inferiors and subordinates to men. 

3. The third trend has been a conception of women’s role as equal and 

contemporary to those of men. 

4. Finally, there has been a movement towards seeing women as 

actives agents in the historical process. 

A world view that relegates women to the background has obvious 

implications for the treatment of the role of women in historical 

reconstruction. In such worldviews women will be accorded scanty and 

superficial attention and thereby rendered absent from history. A major 

theme in the presentation of African women through history typifies that of 

a man in spite of the fact that she does most of the hard work of supporting 

the family. 

  However, it should be noted that while African men were dominated 

in some spheres of social life, African women were equally responsible for 

other areas of influence. That is, male and female roles were complimentary 

and issues of supper or subordination did not arise. Practices such as levirate 

marriage, polygamy, female circumcision or clitoridectomy are therefore, 

simply cultural practise, which have been misunderstood by ethnocentric  

westerns (Imam 1988:63). This is also evident in studies of political roles in 

Africa Annie Lebeut (1971:63) states: 

In general, the profound philosophical ideas which underline 

the assignment of separate tasks to men and women stress the 

complementary rather than the separate nature of the task. 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies |www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 
 

Women on Black: A Study of Widowhood Practices in Ikwerre and the Need for Change          250 

Neither the division of labour nor the nature of the task 

accomplished implies any superiority of one over the other 

and there is almost always compensation in some other 

direction for the inequalities which arise from such a division. 

Evidences from Ikwerre societies show that not all women were without a 

defence against any harsh treatment of women. The women developed 

effective women self-help and mutual protective associations during the 

pre-colonial era which could carry out public ridicule and even group 

punishment of men who seriously mistreated women. Nina Mbah, in her 

(1982) work, “Nigeria Women Mobilized Women’s Political Activities in 

Southern Nigeria 1900-1965” argues that in pre-colonial southern Nigeria, 

the women’s world is not subordinate to that of the men but rather, 

complimentary.  

 Another trend of development in African women’s historiography 

sees women as actors in the society rather than passive recipients of change. 

Here, however, there is the recognition of the social structures and 

mechanisms that constrain women and place them in subordinate position. 

Okonjo, (1976:45) opines that the absence of women from significant 

political representation in independent Nigeria can be viewed as showing 

the strength of the legacy of single-sex political structure that the British 

colonial masters left behind. Hence the position of African women is seen 

as having deteriorated through the colonial experience. It is in this context 

that we intend to justify if women especially in Ikwerre cultures are 

independent and what circumstances permit their exploitation. 

 

Ikwerre Ethnic Group 

Ikwerre one of the major ethnic groups in Rivers State, it is a patriarchal 

society and constitute four local government areas, namely; Port Harcourt, 

Obio/Akpor, Ikwerre and Emohua local government areas. Due to its 

location in mainly the upland flank of the state, urbanisation and 

industrialization has caught up with the Ikwerre communities. Ikwerre 

play host to the major higher institutions in the state, multinational 
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companies, hospitality industries and an international airport. For this 

reason, Ikwerre host numerous visitors from all part of the world. 

 

Widowhood Practise in Ikwerre Land 

Although variations exist among the various communities in Ikwerre land 

in the practice of widowhood rituals on the demise of a husband; basic 

practices of unhygienic exercises, confinement, staying unkempt in order to 

look unattractive to the dead husband and other members of the society; as 

well as not to be seen as rejoicing over the diseased are the common 

practices which are meted to a widow. 

Ofuru (2000:235) writing on Elele Alimini, an Ikwerre community stated 

that at the death of the husband the widow is immediately confined to a 

room by the daughters of the land. As part of the unhealthy practices, the 

widow is made to sit on plantain leaves or small kitchen stool. On the death 

of the husband the wife is seen as the prime suspect thus she is subjected to 

take an oath of innocence; in some Ikwerre communities the oath is done 

before a deity while in some communities it is mandatory for the widow to 

drink of the bath water of the deceased as a proof of her innocence. Within 

the period under oath, if anything happens to her in form of serious 

sickness or death she is tagged as bad person or murderer whose corpse 

will be thrown into the evil forest in the event of death. 

The woman is expected to remain unkept; she will do no manicure, 

pedicure, use of powder, perfume, keep bushy hair, remain in black clothes 

which will not be sewn in a beautifully designed manner, no jewelry nor 

makeup. She must remain moody and sad until the expiration of her 

mourning period, she must not sleep outside her husband’s home, she must 

not have sex with any man within this period as it is considered a taboo, 

she must not be found pregnant within her mourning period, she must not 

sing and dance, she is also not expected to shout or quarrel. 

With all these sanctions on the widow who is already embittered with the 

deep sense of the loss of her beloved husband; the woman feels like a person 

living in chains though physically free. 
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More worrisome is when the properties of the diseased is being misused or 

sold by the relatives without considering the upbringing and welfare of the 

deceased’s children. Thus, in this contemporary time, it is absurd to think 

that these rituals viewed within the Ikwerre philosophical lens is for the 

good of the widow. 

The paper advocates that though the rituals originated with good intentions 

especially for the protection of the widow. It should be exercised with a 

high level of caution and moderation. There should be new ways of 

mourning deceased husbands, better still it can be stopped as some in-laws 

use it to punish their late brother’s wife. 

Culture is dynamic thus gradually change to suit time and season, it is also 

in consonance with an Ikwerre proverb which says “Okwogwu nu-avu ochim 

nu okpnu neli magari horu “ meaning; if you are carrying me at your back and 

my legs are on the ground give me the liberty to walk on my own. Applying 

it to the subject under discourse, it implies that if a tradition which is meant 

to protect and prepare the widow for a bleak future has become a punitive 

measure it should be stopped. 

 

The Concept of the Colour Black in Ikwerre 

For the Ikwerre people black represent sorrow, mourning and evil. It is not 

a colour that is easily appreciated or accepted for fashion among the people 

thus when a person is seen wearing black the first impression is mourning. 

In fact questions as to why the person is dressed in black are asked. Black 

is used to clothe fearful and terrible masquerades, sorcerers; evil men also 

dress in black. Therefore, it is based on the message that the colour 

expresses that it is worn by the widow to depict sorrow and it is not 

removed until after the expiration of the mourning period (Lawrence-Hart 

G.2017). 

 

Cosmological Perception of Ikwerre People about Death 

One factor fundamental to an understanding of widowhood practices in 

Africa is the people’s attitude to birth and death. While birth is seen as an 
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occasion for joy and as a natural happening in circumstance, death is seen 

as great and unredeemed tragedy even when it happens in extreme old age.  

A.G. Leonard (1906:174) concluded around the turn of the century that, “It 

is impossible to discuss this matter of death without taking into 

consideration the question of witchcraft. According to popular estimates, 

nearly every death is, in the first instance, attributed to or associated with 

witchcraft and sorcery. In the words of Ilogu 1979:40), writing on the Igbos, 

“I have not come across any death that any Igbo accepted as a natural and 

biological end.” Afigo (1989:17) concluded on this matter that almost in all 

cases, “An immediate or remote cause is sough in the wicked machinations 

of a human enemy or of a malevolent ancestor, ghost or juju”. Therefore, 

the people’s conception about death and life determines their view towards 

widowhood. 

 In this kind of atmosphere charged with superstition, the regime of 

denials and privations brought on the widow, to some extent, constituted 

means of placing them under oath for the entire duration of the mourning. 

In 1938, Basden reported that should a widow die during this period, “No 

person in the village will touch her corpse”. Basden maintained that in 

certain situations, a widow may be expected to drink the remains of the 

water used in washing the dead man’s corpse as a way of proving one’s 

innocence. It is expected that if one caused the death of such a person, he 

would die within a certain period-usually one year. In some communities, 

it may involve crossing the coffin of the dead person. If one in such a 

circumstance fails to comply with all these rituals, he or she may be 

considered guilty of murder.  

 The practice of separation can be explained people’s beliefs. 

African’s tend to have an over powering belief in the ability of the ghost of 

a dead person to come to dispute his former property and all kinds of things 

with them. For one who was the priest of a local deity, for instance, a special 

ceremony had to be performed to “remove his hands” (sepu ya aka)  from 

the priesthood. The same had to be done for a titled man. This is to remove 

their link with the title holders since someone else must take the position. 
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A husband is regarded as having such a stake on his wife. This fact makes 

it necessary for many rituals to be performed to enable the man hands–off 

his wife. 

 In this context, it is reasonable to suggest that the unhygienic and 

appalling personal appearance of a widow was all part of an effort to make 

her no longer attractive to her otherwise would be jealous deceased 

husband. Allied to all this was the belief that while death created for the 

dead the problem of gaining admission into the convocation of the 

ancestors of the community in the world, “all the practices associated with 

the dead and dying must be meticulously done through if not he would be 

considered to have been improperly or inconclusively buried and would be 

denied admission into the world of his ancestors (Afigbo, 19891:17). 

Consequently, the satisfactory completion of these ceremonies, rituals and 

practices also helped to restore the balance and security which the death 

has sought to over throw. 

 What we have discussed about are some of the important 

components of widowhood rituals among the Ikwerre people. They were 

adopted for the purpose of meeting the varied needs of the dead, his living 

relations and dependants. These arose from the strong sense of community 

between the living and the dead, which formed a basic ingredient of the 

people. The use of these rituals must, therefore, be understood in the 

context of protecting the widow, her family and the society as a whole. 

Traditionally, women do not own land and, therefore, cannot inherit land 

from either their fathers of husbands. Our culture precludes women and 

female children from inheriting their father’s estate. This tradition cannot 

stand the scrutiny of the repugnancy test because it conflicts with the 

provision of written laws in force and contrary to public policy. It is 

repugnant to justice, equity and good conscience. When one looks at 

widowhood practices in most African societies, it would be possible to give 

an immediate verdict on the matter. This would be a one-line economic 

interpretation. In the Ikwerre society, as in many other societies, human 

greed exists in many families and the death of a male member of the family 
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offer an opportunity to the other males in the family to increase their 

holding of the scarce and inelastic commodity, land. The commodity now 

in question can expand to other items of property. All other activities serve 

the same purpose and mystification and other rituals, superstitious 

sanctions are geared to the oppression of the widow. Dehumanized and 

humiliated by the religious rituals and other practices, the widow becomes 

more amenable to keep silent about other forms of oppression which end 

up ultimately as economic disposition. Most often, these widows were not 

permitted by their in-laws to temper with the goods of their late husbands 

to the extent of seizing his passbooks from them. Esther Nzewi has noted 

that in certain zones in Imo state: 

The widow’s ordeal begins immediately the death of her 

husband is announced. The in-laws demand a list of the man’s 

property holdings, investments, bank account, etc. She is 

further required to take an oath as a proof that she has not 

concealed any relevant information on her husband’s wealth. 

Disinheritance tends to pauperize some widows so much that they lack the 

means of sustaining themselves and their children. Particularly if they 

refuse to accept the relatives allocated to them as their new husbands. 

Women could not inherit land among the Igbo’s since she had no customary 

rights over land. They could not inherit it and the spiritual value attached 

to land makes land a male prerogative. Women have access to land within 

their husbands’ household, but they could not inherit it.    

 Every problem has a solution. Hence the malicious practices 

involved in widowhood can be tackled. Article 16 of the United Nation 

Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW) adopted by the General Assembly 1979 declares that 

state parties shall all appropriate measures to criminate discrimination 

against  women in all matters relating to marriage and family relations and 

particularly shall ensure, on a basis of equality of men and women, the same 

rights for both spouses in respect of the ownership, acquisition,  

management, administration, enjoyment and disposition of property, 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies |www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 
 

Women on Black: A Study of Widowhood Practices in Ikwerre and the Need for Change          256 

whether free of charge or for a valuable consideration. Article 2 of the same 

document obliges state to take concrete steps to modify or abolish existing 

laws, customs and practices that discriminate against women and as well 

as provisions that amount to discrimination. 

 

Change in Widowhood 

From the cosmological lens of the Ikwerre people, widowhood practice is 

to protect the widow from the prying eyes of her deceased husband who 

will come seeking to have a continued conjugal relationship with her even 

as a spirit. The practice is to severe the relationship between the living and 

the dead. However western education and other agents of modern change 

has greatly affected the magnitude and mode of these practices as 

Christianity and Islam do not conform to the strictest form of some of the 

obnoxious practices which they claim is against their religious beliefs. 

Those who also reside in the big cities where they are engaged in one 

business or the other to earn their living do not conform to the rituals of 

moving with bare foot and moving about with matchet to ward off the spirit 

of the deceased. Educated widows who are engaged in paid jobs do not 

conform to these widowhood rituals as they will have to resume and report 

for duty at the expiration of their leave. They do not also accept marriage 

to the younger brother of their deceased husband. 

Since culture is dynamic and every society including that of the Ikwerre 

people is emancipated by change, the harsh practices which are meted out 

to women in the guise of severance of relationship should be reconsidered. 

Women should be allowed to grieve their husband as they deem fit because 

they feel the pain of loss more than every other person. Women should be 

allowed to manage the resources which they have generated with their 

deceased husband. 

More so, these practices are no more in compliance with modernity, instead 

of subjecting a woman to oath of innocence, autopsy should be carried out. 
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The fact that most Ikwerre villages are becoming urbanized by reason of 

development is an evidence of change which should also be replicated in 

the practice of widowhood rituals. 

 

Conclusion  

Widowhood rituals, absolutely is not bad but the way it is handled in some 

cultures makes us relegate it to the background. Although, many widows 

may not view the rituals as oppression and subjugation; for many of them, 

this is the only way to express one’s love for a deceased husband and to 

protect oneself. Death is an inevitable consequence, the way of all mortals. 

The plight of widows in our society cast a slur on our sense of decency as a 

race and it is our collective responsibility to reverse the present status quo 

and ensure they are handled with some decorum and humanness. 

 We are in a dynamic world where notions, ideals, concepts, mores, 

fashion etc change and we have to change with the times. As progressives, 

we have to review some of our former ways of life that are not in concert 

with current trends, like discriminatory practices against widows. 

Widowhood practices that are obnoxious and counterproductive to 

personal and group development should be modified. Hence, town unions 

should review and amend the laws on inheritance and other discriminatory 

acts that violate the rights of widows and their children. The unequal or 

denial of inheritance rights to land, real and personal property of deceased 

to widows and their children should be considered. The establishment of 

rights of daughters to their father’s property and land will be a progressive 

step. Town unions and policy makers should act as catalysts in sensitizing 

the rural communities on the evil consequences and dangers of harmful 

traditional widowhood practices to human development. Other 

recommendations are enlightenment campaigns seminars and workshops 

using non-governmental organizations, the media, religious organizations 

and traditional rulers. The Judiciary should be more sensitive to 

infringements of guaranteed fundamental rights based on gender factor.  
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