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(GETTING TO THE SOURCE

Nwando Achebe—Daughter, Wife, and Guest—A Researcher
at the Crossroads

Nwando Achebe

This article investigates the methods of historical fieldwork—and the
problems, contradictions, and dilemmas inherent in it. It addresses ques-
tions of ethical research, the process of information-gathering, the rela-
tionship between the actual fieldwork experience and the interpretation
and evaluation of research findings, how the researcher writes and rep-
resents her collaborators’ words, and the power dynamics invelved in
the research process. In addition, this arlicle evaluates personhood and
the intersection between the political, intellectual, and cultural nexus
of being an insider/outsider researcher. It critically explores the impli-
cations of identity creation and negotiation for a more complex under-
standing of African women'’s and gendered histories.

s a student of history, I am often frustrated by what appears to be a
de-centering of the researcher’s fieldwork experience in the histori-
cal discipline.! This avoidance is inexcusable since fieldwork is a major
component of historical research.” How does a researcher carry out ethi-
cal research? What is the process of information gathering? How does the
researcher represent herself?? What kind of power does the researcher
exert during the research experience (in the actual interview and in defining
the research relationship)? What is the relationship between the actual
fieldwork experience and the interpretation and evaluation of research
findings? How does the researcher use the information gathered? How
does the researcher write and represent her collaborators” words? Who is
the researcher’s audience? Historians must begin to address the multi-
tude of concerns that arise out of a problematic research environment.
The idea for this article was conceived aftter sitting through a research
methodology class in graduate school and realizing that at the end of it, 1
really had not been educated on what to expect during my fieldwork year.
[ yearned to know the basics. How does one begin? How does one meet
potential collaborators? In my quest for knowledge, 1 began reading ar-
ticles, especially those about feminist encounters in the field. Although
the vast majority of the contributors were anthropologists, they neverthe-
less provided me with glimpses into the field experience and helped shape
and refine my own methods.*
This article represents retlections on fieldwork conducted during two
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separate field trips—a Ford Foundation pre-dissertation field trip in 1996,
and Fulbright-Hays dissertation field trip one-and-one-half years later. I
journey through a process of self-evaluation in a confessional and impres-
sionistic narrative. I discuss my expectations and fears, trials and tribula-
tions, methodology, and what I learned during the fieldwork encounter.

Why the History of Nsukka Women?

My dissertation, “Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings: Female Pow-
er and Authority in Northern Igboland, 1900-1960,” was borne out of a
desire to see myself in history.  was incensed by the ever-present negative
image of African women in our so-called African history texts. Could I
possibly be the “beast of burden” that these western historians were writ-
ing about?” Why was my interpretation of the historical evidence used by
these scholars so different from their own analyses? Why were African
women not presented as active players in the making of their cultures and
histories? | was eager to present another interpretation, call it rewriting
history if you like, to “talk back” to these scholars and say that African
women, with all their imperfections, were definitely not “beasts of bur-
den” nor women who were sold to the highest bidder for their productive
and reproductive labor!®

[ decided to focus on Nsukka women'’s history because it represented
the familiar, yet different. Nsukka women featured as prominent actors in
a complex and diverse set of interactions, relationships, and manifesta-
tions unmatched elsewhere in Igboland. The gender dynamic in this divi-
sion allowed women to become kings, and men, priestesses. A history of
Nsukka women, therefore, promised to yield important results for both
Alrican history and women’s studies. I had thus carved out my niche.

Situating [My]Self

My name is Nwabundo (“a child is a shade”), Unoalo (“the house
has settled”), Achebe (our family name is actually Anichebe, which means,
“the goddess of the lands, protect me”). Nwando is the short form of
Nwabundo, and I am so named because, as the youngest child, I am ex-
pected to look after and protect my parents in their old age. Unoalo is a
name that my parents created, and consequently, | became the butt of many
childhood jokes. It is actually a rather delightful name, which draws on
the imagery of well-cooked okro soup. In the Igbo language, we say that
“ofe okro na alo alo.” This means that when okro soup is cooked to perfec-
tion, it 1s rich, balanced, and has the right texture and consistency. “The
house has settled” is its literal translation, and indeed our house had settled
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after | was born. My parents now had two boys and two girls. My sister
finally got her wish, a playmate, eight years her junior.

[ am a daughter of two Igbo parents and a sister of three siblings. My
father, Chinua Achebe, is a novelist and university professor, and my
mother, Christie Achebe, is a guidance counselor and university professor
as well. My big sister, Chinelo, is also a novelist and short story writer,
while my brother, Ikechukwu, is an Africanist historian. My not-so-big
brother, Chidi,—I used to refer to him as my little brother, even though he
is three years my senior—is a medical doctor. I am the wife of an Igbo
man, Chukwuma Ekwueme, and mother—my greatest accomplishment
thus far—of an [gbo-American daughter, Chino.

My family story provides a glimpse into Igbo history. 1t vividly re-
counts and captures a history of interactions and the resulting outcome of
this contact. My grandparents on both sides were first-generation Chris-
tian converts. They went to the first teachers’ training college in the then
British Nigeria. My mother’s father was a postmaster, and my father’s
parents were both schoolteachers.

When the British missionaries first came to Ogidi,” my father’s uncle,
Udo Osinyi, a prominent village elder, opened his doors to them. He pro-
vided them with food and a roof above their heads. It was from his com-
pound that the missionaries spread their gospel. Their stay in his home
was, however, short-lived because no sooner than they moved in, they
started singing “sad and dreary songs” that upset my great-uncle and his
family. As a result, my great-uncle sent them on their way.

My mother tells a fascinating story about her grandfather, a power-
ful and feared medicine man, renowned across Awka. His praise name
was Oji azu aga, “He that walks backwards!” As the story goes, Oji azu aga
was one of the first people in his village to interact with the British. He
even renamed his only son—my grandfather, God bless his soul—Chuk-
wukadibia, (“the white man’s God is greater and more powerful than all
native medicines™) as a tribute to the British, their ways and religion.

[ was born in Nigeria and raised in both Nigeria and the United States.
[ therefore live at the crossroads—the crossroads of two vastly different
worlds and cultures. The crossroads in the African system is the meeting
point—a meeting point between the world of the humans and the spiri-
tual world. It is a dangerous and uncertain place, “dangerous, because a
|person| might perish there wrestling with multiple-headed spirits . .
[or] might be lucky and return to [her/his| people with the boon of pro-
phetic vision.”* I inhabit that dangerous and uncertain point between two
civilizations—one African and the other American. | am therefore, whether
[ like it, neither one nor the other exclusively, but both.

This positionality is also echoed in other aspects of my life, creating a
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reality of “multiple selves” or “identities.” There is Nwando Achebe, the
daughter, and Nwando [Ekwueme], the wife. Nwando Achebe, the daugh-
ter, is the child of a prominent Nigerian writer and personality. In fact,
two major roads in Nigeria are named after him. She occupies the power-
ful position of nwada—daughter of the lineage—and is accorded the re-
spect that comes with this position. Nwando [Ekwueme], the wife, is also
married into a prominent Nigerian family. Nigeria’s first civilian vice-
president is my husband’s uncle. My positionality as wife, as opposed to
a single daughter, elevates me from adolescent standing to womanhood.
In terms of dress, Nwando [Ekwueme] the wife is accorded the honor
of wearing two wrappers, which is an indicator of married status in
Igholand.” She is also accorded the privilege of being privy to discussions
that only married women of this position can share. My Achebe and
Ekwueme identities,—my daughter and wife “selves”—have elevated my
position and I continuously benefit from the goodwill of people that I en-
counter.

Situating [My]Self Within My Research

Just as | am positioned at the intersection of Nigerian and Western
cultures, T live also at the crossroads of two distinct Igbo societies—one
southern and the other northern. I am a daughter of Ogidi and a wife of
Oko. These are both towns within southern Igboland. I was born in north-
ern Igboland and have very fond memories of Nsukka, where I lived for
thirteen years. I therefore feel an affinity for the people of northern
Igboland, and as such northern Igboland has become part of my multiple-
identities.

My positionality as a southern Igbo woman conducting research on a
group of northern Igbo people makes me neither a complete insider nor
outsider. I am a relative insider because I was born in my research area and
grew up there. I am also an insider because the Nsukka people have re-
ceived my father as their “son and elder statesman” and have extended
this welcome to me. During some of my meetings with Nsukka elders, |
was actually referred to as nwada Nsukka—a Nsukka daughter. T am how-
ever, a relative outsider because a degree of hostility exists between south-
ern and northern Igbos. I found myself caught up in this atmosphere of
distrust on many occasions.

Nwando Achebe, the relative insider, is a daughter, wife, and mother
who has lived the culture. As such, she is privileged with a more intimate
view of “her” people. She can draw on culture specific analysis in the in-
terpretation of evidence gathered. She has the language advantage and
need not hire interpreters who may interrupt and complicate the flow of
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information. She has first-hand knowledge of Nsukka geography, institu-
tions and cultural values. Nwando Achebe, the insider, has contacts in
Nsukka and consequently has the advantage of identitying collaborators
quickly. She can also offer critiques on previously published colonialist/
Eurocentric explanations and, by so doing, balance these distortions.

This relative insider may, however, run into some difficulties. There
may be certain topics that her cultural sensitivity would not allow her to
broach. Nwando Achebe the insider may also ignore evidence that ap-
pears to be commonplace in her culture, but nevertheless, relevant to un-
derstanding its history. She may over-identity with her people and,
therefore, attempt to conceal information that she thinks may be hurtful
to them. It is important to note here, however, that selectivity is not a prob-
lem that is unique only to so-called insiders. All researchers play an edito-
rial role, which involves some degree of data selection.

What happens to Nwando Achebe, the relative insider and I’h.D. can-
didate," when she is removed (physically, emotionally, and socially) from
her people for a period, in order to attend an American university? Will
her educational background play a role in reshaping her identity? My
outsider “self” manifests itself not only as a result of my interactions with
America, but also because my positionality as a Ph.D. candidate has in
effect removed me from the realities of most of my collaborators." I must
now hope that my collaborators regard me as a returned Igbo daughter
and guest poised for a historical voyage.

Conducting Research With and For Women: Easing the Power
and Class Differentials Inherent in the Research Setting

As a feminist researcher, instead of merely paying lip service to the
ideal of conducting research with and for women, I decided to employ
strategies that were designed to put these aspirations into effect. First, I
attempted to turn my project into a collaborative effort. Consequently, my
first order of business was to relinquish some control over the actual pro-
cess of information gathering. I allowed myself to be accessible, vulner-
able, and open to questions from my collaborators. | began each interview
by talking candidly about myself and allowing my collaborators to get to
know as much as they desired about me. In this process of dialoguing,
however, interviewees sometimes asked me extremely personal questions.
At first, I found these probes somewhat invasive, but I soon realized that
being open about myself often made my collaborators more amenable to
my inquires. My responses also helped break down some of the walls of
distrust and fear that are intrinsic to the qualitative research setting. In the
end, | often succeeded in minimizing some of our more obvious differences.
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In my study, I use oral history'? to uncover women’s voices and gen-
erate new insights about their experiences of themselves. [ have sought to
create a space in which Nsukka women felt safe to make serious contribu-
tions rather than assume passive roles in the investigation procedure. In
the end, I believe the process was indeed collaborative hence my use of
the term collaborator, encouraging a true exchange of ideas and experi-
ences based on mutual respect, support, and accountability. I recorded
“women’s words” through oral narratives' (life histories, topical inter-
views and testimonials), which presented the narrator with the opportu-
nity to tell her own story, on her own terms. Oral history moved the
collaboration to a permanent medium, which allowed me to probe and
authenticate evidence.

I asked open-ended questions, which were recorded on audiotape. |
also followed the narrator’s lead without cutting her off or taking notes
during the interview. This stance sometimes became problematic because
collaborators would occasionally take me in directions that I felt were not
beneficial to my research. Such interviews would often stretch out and
become rather tedious. It was not uncommon for particular interviews to
take over five or six hours to complete, At those times, [ longed to cut in
and take my collaborator in directions that were meaningful to me. How-
ever, I refrained from doing so, and ultimately my patience paid off. The
subtle nuances exposed in the women'’s lives often compensated for the
length of these interviews. What did women'’s silences, pauses, and laugh-
ter mean? What was not said? Why did particular collaborators answer
questions in particular ways? This approach to gathering evidence also
increased the likelihood of building friendships with my collaborators,
and this, | believe, should be one of the aims of feminist research. 4

[ spent nine-and-one-half months conducting oral interviews. These
were carried out in our shared language, Igbo, doing away with interpret-
ers who may have complicated the flow of information. I uncovered
women’s perspectives by listening, leaving pre-existing ideas out of the
exchange. In order to hear, and not misappropriate women’s words, I asked
for clarification when 1 did not understand. I also asked women to inter-
pret and provide perspectives on their own experiences and lives. This
stance allowed the focus to shift from information gathering to an interac-
tive process, whereby the process and the narrator’s viewpoint became
central.

My discussions reflected the social and economic composition of the
community.” I wanted to present the varying realities of Nsukka women
and, as such, I studied some women whose power was equal to or greater
than mine. This portion of my research involved documenting the life his-
tories of women who had reached the pinnacle in whatever profession
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they had chosen. I found these interviews particularly fulfilling. Here, 1
was interviewing the Nsukka elite—women who were disadvantaged nei-
ther educationally nor in terms of class. During these dialogues the women
took control of the actual interview and provided me with information
they deemed appropriate. As such, they actively participated in the cre-
ation and interpretation of their own histories. Immediately following each
interview session, I transcribed the audiotapes and made notes of what [
witnessed. Words shared by literate women were sent to them for com-
ment and I discussed my notes with those who could not read. My meth-
odological model was one in which I continually negotiated meaning.™

[ also employed innovative approaches to evoke the history of this
group of Igbo women. These included songs, proverbs, and cloth history.
Songs tell stories in melody. I listened carefully to the words women sang
at various points in the life of their communities."” Proverbs reflect the
sensibilities of a people. I collected and analyzed Igbo proverbs that cap-
tured Nsukka women’s feelings about themselves." Cloth exposed the
nuances in women's lives. Locally woven cloth is expensive and certain
weaves are symbols of wealth. I determined the value of woven cloth that
women possessed, and this lent clues to their economic and social stand-
ing in society."” These techniques contributed to the reconstruction of the
history of this northern group of Igho women.

Problematizing and Periodicizing the Life Story

Feminist scholars have considered the pros and cons of using the life
story as history in recent years.” It is not my intention to rehash their
arguments here, but to create a criterion to support my own utilization of
the life story as a historical source for the study of women in Nsukka.

The life history medium provides a direct narrative enactment of the
ways, motives, and beliefs of a person within a culture. The life historian
speaks in ways that she may not during other processes of research gath-
ering. She expresses not only her political, religious and /or other sensi-
bilities, but also expresses her totality as a person.

What makes the African life story a legitimate source for the re-
construction of history is the life historian’s need to identify herself in
relationship to others. What Estelle C. Jelinek has argued about the auto-
biography, also reads true for the life history: “a good [life history] not
only focuses on its author, but also reveals [her] connectedness to the rest
of society; it is representative of [her| times, a mirror of [her| era.” The
African life history is thus much less an individual phenomena than a
social one. The life historian “rather subsumes in [her] being and in [her]
actions—[she] typifies—the family, the extended family, the clan, the cul-
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ture, only incidentally is [she herself].””” African life histories therefore
imitate African life by transforming the individual experience into the
universal.

While incredibly rich in its revelations, the life history nevertheless
presents unique problems for the historian of Africa. During my fieldwork,
I collected life histories of women who were born sometime during my
predetermined time frame of 1900-1960. I was then, however, faced with
the dilemma of how best to fit these women’s lives into a time frame that
ended in 1960, especially since the collaborators lives did not end in that
year. After careful consideration, I decided to present their life stories as
narrated, but to focus my analyses on the period of their lives covered by
my study.

How does an African historian periodicize the life history when a
given collaborator tells the researcher that she or he does not know the
date that certain events happened? I suggest that it is more important for
researchers to attempt to periodicize African history in African terms so
that in the final analysis, specific dates become less important than the
actual process of events since African history flows from event to event.
Theretfare, during my fieldwork, I did not push individual collaborators
to determine the exact dates that events occurred in their lives; but in-
stead, utilized Nsukka markers of time to periodicize the events discussed
by these collaborators. In this positioning, the otikpokpo, (the great influenza
epidemic of 1918-1919), and the two ngwulubes, (the infestation of locusts
in bEastern Nigeria that first occurred in the early 1930s, and subsequently
in the early 1940s) became important markers that Nsukka peoples used
to delineate time in their histories. Tupu ndi ocha abia (before the white
man arrived), oge Eha (during the time when Nsukka able-bodied men
were used as unpaid labor in the construction of the Eha Amufu railway
around 1924-1925) and oge 0so soja (the time when Nsukka soldiers were
forcibly conscripted into the colonial World War 11 army) were additional
collective markers of time.,

In interpreting women'’s lives, I also estimated dates, or rather, gen-
eral periods, by allocating age brackets to natural cycles in Nsukka
women'’s lives. For instance, oge mbido imu aka olu (the time when work
apprenticeship commenced) usually began when a girl was between six
or seven years old; and oge di bialum (literally, “when a husband comes for
my hand,” in marriage) usually occurred between a girl’s thirteenth and
fourteenth birthday. Conversely, researchers could apply the traditional
cycle of birth, oge mmulu nwa nke mbu, abua, ato . . . (when I had my first,
second, and third babies . . .) to estimate time, by adding three years to
events that occurred around and between the birth of individual children.

When these methods did not yield the desirable results, 1 allowed
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women'’s histaries to speak for themselves and then dated these events in
relation to previously determined periods of time. Later, during my write-
up [ was able to connect and/or link some of the women'’s stories with
known historical facts. In the end emerged a new periodization of Nsukka
history that flowed from the women'’s lives. 1 used this unique consider-
ation of Nsukka time to foreshadow patterns and events that I discussed
in the body of my study.

African Women Scholars and the Nsukka Igbo Talk Back:
The Politics of Audience Reception

There used to be a time when researchers could get away with writ-
ing almost anything about the societies that they were studying. These
scholars would often study far-away peoples who could not “talk back”
or confront them on issues that they felt were inaccurate. However, times
have changed and many researchers are studying peoples who are in the
position to critique their words. Their scholarly texts are fast becoming
available to individuals in the societies that they study. This opportunity
has created an enriching potential for dialogue between the researcher
and the researched in the form of pre-publication and post-publication
responses.”

In my case, | had the opportunity to present my work on two occa-
sions to communities of indigenous scholars. In both cases, the audience
had the chance to talk back. My first experience of dialoguing with and
being accountable to an informed audience occurred during a presenta-
tion I gave at a UCLA conference on gender.”* At the end of the presenta-
tion, I was almost lynched (albeit in private) by some African feminist
scholars who felt that my presentation did not represent the kind of re-
search I ought to be engaging in. Did I neither understand, nor appreci-
ate the politics of presenting such images to a Eurocentric gaze? I was
instructed to carry out more uplifting histories.

| did understand and relate to their position. I had after all been in-
censed myself by negative portrayals of African women written by
Euracentric scholars. However, as a historian, | was confronted with the
dilemma of being true to my research findings. I never thought that I would
have to deal with unpalatable issues like prostitution and domestic “sla-
very,”” but my historical research revealed the presence ot such institu-
tions. I was thus faced with the unenviable task of presenting this evidence.
I owed it to my audience to be objective and truthful and not engage in
the type of selective reporting that I was being encouraged to engage in.
Covering up evidence, in fact, amounted to dishonest reporting. I had
been thorough in my collection of evidence, partly because it was the right
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thing to do, and also because I did not cherish the thought of being dis-
credited by another scholar in some years to come. As a historian, [ was
encouraged by the potential of having other scholars enrich and refine my
work, but definitely not discredit it.

Another opportunity to dialogue with a knowledgeable audience
came almost two years later, at a research seminar held under the aus-
pices of The Hansberry Institute of African Studies and the history de-
partment, both at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka.? The event elicited
responses far different from my UCLA encounter. My audience was com-
posed of a diverse group of Igbo scholars and students of Nsukka history,
and they offered critiques and suggestions to hone further my analysis. A
professor of History at the university chaired the occasion.

I decided to present portions of my findings on Nigeria’s only female
warrant chief and King, Ahebi Ugbabe, as I had done at UCLA. T also
discussed the applicability of feminist methodology to my own research.
During a short introduction by the director of the African Studies Insti-
tute, I nervously scanned the audience. Apart from one or two acquain-
tances, the majority of the people in attendance had stone faces. Even before
[ started talking, | had begun to feel like an unwelcome outsider. This was
not going to be an easy audience to win over. I, however, refused to be
intimidated; after all, I had spent the better part of the year conducting
archival and oral research on the Nsukka Igho and I did have a contribu-
tion to make.

No sooner had I concluded my presentation than the chairman of the
occasion proceeded to launch an attack on me. It soon became evident
that [ was dealing with a difficult professor who did not understand what
the whole fuss about the study of women and gender was. He asked
whether my motivation for working on women'’s history was to turn wom-
en against men. Then he tried to poke holes in my analysis by presenting
what he recalled from two undergraduate papers he had supervised. |
listened, then became infuriated. | certainly was not going to sitidly by and
be labeled an ignorant outsider by a professor who had done no research
whatsoever on the Nsukka region and whose point of reference was foot-
notes from two undergraduate papers. I had, after all, conducted the most
exhaustive inquiry on Ahebi Ugbabe to date! T therefore decided to stand
up for myself and my university. I was firm but polite as | presented point
after point of corroborating evidence. The result: an overwhelming sup-
port by individual Nsukka audience members who corroborated my view-
point and affirmed my work. I then knew in my heart that the months I
had spent gathering evidence and refining my conclusions were well worth
the effort. In the end, T had succeeded not only in silencing this professor,
but also in winning him over. When my presentation was over, he shook
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hands with me and encouraged me to join the University of Nigeria,
Nsukka history department after I graduated—“we need more scholars
like you,” he said.

Entering the Field: Issues of Concern”

"My daughter, now tell me what you understand by what | have just sard to you”

[n pre-colonial Igboland, women and the female principle® pervaded
the society and sat in judgment of community events. The most powerful
divinities in Igboland were female. In fact, | have argued elsewhere” that
these female divinities—goddesses and medicines—were the real rulers
of northern Igbo societies and human beings merely acted as agents of
these divinities. In retrospect, I am now convinced that armed with this
information, as well as evidence from a number of revisionist articles on
women in Igboland, I was eager to extend the argument that colonialism,
especially the imposition of Christianity, did in fact remove Ilgbo women
and the female principle from the positions of power—as priestesses, di-
viners, and female divinities—that they were so used to occupying in the
pre-colonial order. I entered the Nsukka field in 1996 with this unarticulated
agenda. I say unarticulated, because I had not purposely, or at the very
least did not think that I had purposely, come into the field with any kind
of agenda. It would take a remarkable experience at the very beginning of
my fieldwork to jolt me into the realization that I had, in fact, come into
the research field with a pre-set agenda, and force me to rethink my entire
interview process.

Here is what happened. On the cool harmattan evening of 5 Novem-
ber 1996, I visited with Lady Obayi of Ukehe Nsukka to collect her life
history. I assured her the interview would be casual, that all | wanted was
for her to tell me about herself from the time she was a little girl until the
present. Soon after 1 set up the parameters for the interview, I depressed
the record button on my tape recorder and asked her to begin when she
was comfortable. [ then sat back and listened.

What happened next left me feeling confused and conflicted-—con-
fused, because what she was relating to me was so different from what 1
believed to be true; conflicted, because | found that try as [ may, I was
really not prepared to hear what she was saying to me. Could I possibly be
hearing Lady Obayi correctly—that her experience with Christianity had
taught her what it meant to be a woman, and all the power that she pos-
sessed was as a result of associating with the Christian church? Lady
Obayi’s words would most certainly not fit into my thesis; in fact, they
were the very antithesis of my argument. Realization soon followed: 1 had,
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in fact, come into the interview with an agenda; and because my thesis
was nol being confirmed I was having a hard time listening to and hear-
ing Lady Obayi’s words.

I was, however, not allowed to dwell on this troubling realization for
long because I soon noticed that Lady Obayi had stopped speaking. She
looked into my eyes and then spoke the following words: “My daughter,
now tell me what you understand by what I have just said to you.” | was
jolted back to the present. I do not know where I found my voice, but |
heard myself repeating what I had in fact heard, but could not accept. I
began: “Mama, what I understand from what you have told me is that
Christianity has been a very important and vital part of your life, that you
were raised in the Christian church and consider yourself a very devout
Christian, that all you know about what it means to be a woman, a power-
ful woman, you learned from the Christian church.” No sooner had I ut-
tered these words that I felt a huge weight lift from my chest. T paused,
exhaled, and waited.

There was a long silence. And so I waited some more. Lady Obayi
then reached out, took my hands in hers and then said to me: “My daugh-
ter, you have shown me that you understand me. You have shown me that
what you are going to write in that book of yours is actually what | have
- said to you. Now the interview can really begin.” And begin it did. The

walls that had previously served to distance us came crumbling down
and Lady Obayi spent the next four hours tellin g me about her life, teach-
ing me what it meant to be an Igbo woman, wife, and mother. Looking
back at my experience with Lady Obayi, I recognize that had it not been for
her insistence that I listen, hear and represent her the way that she repre-
sented herself,  would have from the start, failed to realize that which I had
set out to accomplish—to empower Nsukka women to tell their own stories
in their own words. Additionally, had I not passed Lady Obayi’s test, my
interview with her would have ended before it even had a chance to begin.

My Introduction to the Research Community: Creating and
Negotiating my Identity in the Research Setting

['went through a process of creating and negotiating my id entity dur-
ing my time in the field. Many times, | would engage in what | felt were
innocent deceptions. This deception consisted of having my research guide
introduce me as a University of Nigeria history student embarking on
fieldwork, My assumed positionality often helped to make me appear more
accessible to my collaborators. I was, however, plagued by the contradic-
tions inherent in engaging in this type of deception. I realized that if I
engaged in the slightest deception myself, T could not really expect my
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collaborators to be totally truthful with me. In the end, however, I ratio-
nalized my little deceptions by the favorable ends they achieved.

When I interviewed upper-class women, or felt that a given collabo-
rator would be more receptive, I introduced myself as a UCLA student. 1
also gained entry into the field through different expressions of male privi-
lege. In some cases, I would be welcomed because of my father’s reputa-
tion as a prominent citizen. In Aku, word spread that I was Chinua Achebe’s
daughter. Well-wishers, echoing “Your father is great. He is a genius,”
soon surrounded me. Even people who could not read remembered watch-
ing Things Fall Apart on national television said “I cannot believe that your
father wrote Okonkwo. You are very welcome.” Others sang the Things
Fall Apart theme song repeatedly. Invariably, doors would come flying
open. At other times, I gained entry because of my husband’s family, or
because I was accompanied by a male research guide from a prominent
and respected Nsukka family. Either way, I found that my access to par-
ticular communities was often facilitated by male privilege.

I also adopted local dress and mannerisms to advance my acceptance
into particular communities. My dress code changed depending on wheth-
er I was interviewing elite women or non-elite women. When [ interviewed
elite women 1 dressed in “elite” clothing and carried myself in a way
befitting that station. I donned expensive European suits and accessories.
On the other hand, when [ interviewed non-elite women, I wore low-grade
traditional garbs.* 1 also immersed myself in the culture, adopting cul-
tural mannerisms like curtsying when addressing elders, and presenting
both hands while handshaking people who were older than me. I adopted
these mannerisms to show respect and downplay my own privilege.

For the most part, 1 was received as a daughter and guest in each of
the communities that I visited. The elders took on the role of teacher and
schooled me in their history. This agreeable relationship developed in part
because of the way I was introduced to each community. In most villages,
I would first be introduced to the Igwe or the Onyishi of the particular
quarter.” Then I would be granted the go-ahead to seek out potential col-
laborators. Individual collaborators were presented with kolanut and then
informed that I came to learn and document women’s history. Once these
formalities had been extended, we would be blessed by elders who would
ask for God's presence during the interview.

The Feminist Historian and Male Collaborators:
Interviewing Men about Women

My search for possible collaborators initially led me to the home of
the oldest man in a given village and he would in turn provide me with
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names of additional male collaborators to interview. However, [ rebelled
against this process of gathering information about women from men. [
was, after all, attempting to empower women by the very act of telling
their own stories. Why should I therefore, gather stories from men?

My first attempt to rectify this situation led me to the home of the
oldest woman in Obukpa, one of my groups of investigation. She was
dignified and welcoming, but she had also lost most of her memory. I
decided to seek out younger women. I scheduled an interview with my
driver’s mother. She was neither too young to be unknowledgeable, nor
too old to be forgetful, or so I thought. I however experienced a sense of
great disillusionment when she insisted that she did not know anything
about women or their history. Even when I asked whether she could at
least tell me about herself, she responded, “There is nothing to tell, I grew
up and got married and here I am today.”

Why, then, was I experiencing difficulty in empowering her to tell
her own story? The answer probably lies in the positionality that Igbo
women occupy. Northern Igbo women live at the crossroads, the point
between their natal and marital villages. Theirs is an existence that does
not afford the average woman the time to stay in one place long enough to
become the repositories of that society’s history. Many of these women
get married at very young ages, some of them before their twelfth or thir-
teenth birthdays. Likewise, they never truly belong in their husband’s vil-
lages. They are considered long-term visitors, not quite members of the
whole. Consequently, as wives, they are often not exposed to the history
of women in their husbands’ villages; and as daughters, they leave their
natal lineages before they are old enough to remember the history of
women there.

How then does a researcher get around this problem? In my own ex-
perience, I have found that the best and sometimes the only way to un-
cover the history of women is to interview both men and women. Men
were often able to recall institutions of female power and instances of wom-
en’s collective action when gaps existed in the minds of individual women.
[ found that male collaborators were particularly receptive to broad ques-
tions, which were designed to uncover potential female action when I was
not aware that it existed. This competence was heightened because these
men having always lived in their natal village were the natural reposito-
ries of their societal histories. In Obukpa, for instance, a number of male
collaborators initially informed me about Oso Soja, a war carried out by
mothers against their sons’ involvement in World War II. Obukpa wives
were then able to humanize this conflict by providing their remembered

experiences of the war from information that remained inaccessible to
their men.
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In Enugu-Ezike, my male collaborators were better able to provide
evidence of Ahebi Ugbabe’s public life as king and warrant chief. They
could do this in part, because Ahebi Ugbabe, in transforming herself into
a man, interacted more closely with men than women. My female collabo-
rators, however, lent the richness of a female voice to her story. They pro-
vided details about the workings of her inner palace, emphasizing the
place of her concubines, wives, and female “slaves” within these grounds.

In the end, I believe that I was able to bridge the gaps of female rep-
resentation by encouraging women who were amenable to tell their life
stories. In that way, women spoke for themselves about what they knew
best—their own lives.

Why Have You Brought this Woman to my House to Ask Such
Questions? Sensitivity in the Research Field

I experienced some hostility during one or two of my research trips,
when | inquired about the female husband and son phenomena.* Some
potential collaborators did not understand what [ needed the information
for or what T was going to do with it.” They thought I wanted to expose
them to the ridicule of others. One collaborator seemed willing enough to
talk about the institution until she realized that I intended to tape-record
her words. Another woman ordered me out of her home. 1 later realized
that she did not appreciate the way my guide had broached the topic;
moreover, she did not particularly like the person who brought me.* Af-
ter my guides and I had spent the better part of an hour apologizing to
her, she informed us that she would be willing to talk if [ gave her a cer-
tain amount of money. She explained that the kind of information that |
sought “required someone to eat and be happy before she could talk.” I,
however, decided against continuing with the interview. My decision was
not based on the fact that the woman had demanded a lot of money. After
all, I always presented my collaborators with monetary gifts following
each interview. | was instead concerned about her initial hostility, and the
fact that she refused my kolanut offering, and by so doing, had made it
clear that we were not welcome.™

“You Didn't Ask, So I Didn’t Tell You”: Selective Memory or
Group Silence?—The Ohu and Ohuma Issue™

After weeks in the Obukpa field, I was looking forward to finally
crossing Obukpa off my “to do” list. I had interviewed many elders about
Nimu Kwome, the goddess of creation and mother of all Obukpa. I had
uncovered mountains of evidence on Nimu—from her Idah origins to why




24 JOURNAL OF WOMEN'S HISTORY AUTUMN

her Attama, or chief priest came from a particular village. Some of the de-
tails were far too obscure to include in my dissertation. What was baffling,
however, was the fact that not one of the elders that I had interviewed
mentioned Nimu Kwome’s “slave” community.”

I was disturbed by whatI considered the people’s code of silence and
selective memory. What implications did this kind of silence have on other
aspects of my work? The following morning, I asked my driver (who had
incidentally introduced me to many of my collaborators) if he was aware
that Nimu had a community of “slaves.” He laughed nervously and said
that he knew. I then asked why neither he nor any one of my collaborators
had mentioned this to me. His answer was simple “You didnt ask, so |
didn’t tell you.” T was floored. Here was a man who had asked each one of
my collaborators to “tell [me] everything [they could] think of about
women, even information that [I] did not ask, since [l could] not be ex-
pected to ask questions of events and realities that [I] did not know ex-
isted.”

50 why was I not informed about Nimu Kwome’s “slave” commu-
nity? The answer to this question is obvious. “Slavery” was and still is a
very sensitive issue in this part of Igboland. Therefore, people will not
willingly offer up such information. My interest was primarily in the god-
dess Nimu Kwome; therefore, the fact that she owned an entire village of
“slaves” presented an interesting possibility for analysis. Why did she have
this community? How did she acquire her “slaves?” What did it mean to
be a Nimu Kwome “slave?” | realized that | would have to probe further.
“Reuben,” I asked, “do you think it would be possible to find an elder in
the Umuniyi community who would be willing to tell me why they are
Nimu Kwome’s ‘slaves?”” He immediately informed me that he would
get into trouble for accompanying a person who would ask such ques-
tions. The Umuniyi people would want to know who told me that they
were “slaves.” | then inquired if there was an educated person who would
understand why I needed the information that T could talk to. Reuben
insisted that he knew no such person. It was only after I had visited a few
more “slave” communities that I begun to understand the naiveté of my
request—one never asks a “slave” to tell them why they are “slaves.” To
do this would be tantamount to stabbing that person in the back.

Fearful and Hostile Collaborators

Some of my collaborators did not understand what fieldwork was.
As a result, they either assumed that I was sent by the government to
destroy “tradition” or had come for some other evil purpose. In Obukpa,
a daughter did not want her father to grant me an interview because she
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believed that I was going to use him to igwo ogwu ego (to create evil money-
making medicines). In Alor-Agu, when I visited Adoro’s shrine, a drunken
man immediately sounded a voice of alarm. “The people have come. They
have come!” He insisted that my research guide was recording everything
that was going on with a magical bag that he had strapped across his
shoulder. Because of these accusations, we were surrounded by a group
of hostile faces. An antagonistic young woman emerged from within the
compound and started shouting obscenities at us. Even after we had ex-
plained our mission, we were still not allowed to see the Attama.

In Alor-Uno, one of my collaborators insisted that I play back an en-
tire 90-minute interview so that he could make sure that [ had not ma-
nipulated the tape recorder to record something that he had not said.
Female potters in Nrobo were reluctant to explain how pots were made
because they thought that I was going to take some of their business away.
I also experienced suspicion from individual women weavers who wanted
to know exactly what my interest in weaving was.

Looking back at these experiences, 1 have come to appreciate that as
researchers it is our responsibility to bridge the gaps of fear that might
potentially prevent the meeting of minds to document history. The major-
ity of collaborators who reacted hostilely toward me, were actually bat-
tling a true fear of the unknown.

All that Glitters is Not Gold: A Courageous and
Fearless Collaborator

During my field experience, I interviewed such a wide spectrum of
people. I was therefore not too shocked to discover (albeit after the fact)
that I had interviewed a killer and been guided by an armed robber. Case
in point: Enter the killer, a man who was rumored to have killed people
with his bad medicines. He was, however, the only collaborator who was
courageous and fearless enough to give voice to a village silence—the fact
that Ahebi Ugbabe’s family had attempted to dedicate her to the power-
ful Enugu-Ezike goddess, Ohe. Even Ohe’s priest feigned ignorance of
this fact, claiming that he was too young to know Ahebi or what hap-
pened. Although the majority of Enugu-Ezike people are Christian, they
still live in fear of the wrath of Ohe. It took one of Enugu-Ezike’s most
educated citizens to corroborate the killer’s story. When 1 presented the
medicine man’s assertion, this collaborator first stared at me in shock,
laughed nervously, and then congratulated me on a job well done. He
wanted to know who had been fearless enough to provide me with such
information. His next words were spoken in riddles: “As far as | know” he
said, “Baba killed Giwa, but, if you insist on adding ‘~ngida’ to ‘Baba’
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then who am T to refute this?”* In other words, since someone had al-
ready told me the truth, he would not be held accountable for merely
confirming it. Armed with the knowledge of this impending dedication,
collaborators were alerted to the fact that [ had been let in on the village
secret. Individual collaborators subsequently wasted no time in corrobo-
rating and expanding upon this assertion.

Conclusion

This article evaluates personhood and the political, intellectual, and
cultural contours of being an insider/outsider researcher. I critically ex-
plore the implications of identity creation and negotiation—especially in
regards to my positionality as daughter of a famous writer, wife of a fa-
mous Nigerian family, and insider/outsider researcher—for our under-
standing of African women’s and gendered histories.

In the course of my fieldwork travels, I negotiated my multiple iden-
tities as daughter and wife in a space between different Igbo communi-
ties, as well as privileged Igbo woman within Nigeria and academic
communities in the United States, to my advantage, and these identities,
to a large extent, determined how I was perceived and received in given
research communities. | further suggested that my positionality shaped
my research agenda, approach to conducting research, and my interpreta-
tion/evaluation of historical evidence.

[ also negotiated my identity as a southern Igbo woman conducting
research on northern Igboland. In an attempt to fit in, I subordinated my
southernness, while playing up my northernness as “honorary daugh-
ter”—a position that [ was allowed to assume given the fact that I was not
only born in northern Igboland, but also lived in Nsukka for a period of
13 years, “student,” and “guest of Nsukka.” At other times, I gained en-
try and acceptance in Nsukka communities solely through Nsukka male
privilege, since an Nsukka man of prominent background accompanied
me to my research sites.

The second part of the article represents an honest discussion of some
of the dilemmas I encountered in the Nsukka research setting, including
issues of how best to interact and dialogue with fearful collaborators, as-
sessing varying collaborative approaches that sometimes ended in suc-
cessful versus unsuccessful interviews, confronting personal /community
sensitivities and silences and interviewing male collaborators about
women, etc. Although I evoke actual experiences that happened to me in
the field, I am confident that my self-interrogations have universal appli-
cations, which have the ability to inform and support researchers of Af-
rica in a variety of field settings.
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Let me now conclude this article by referencing the “Guidelines for
Ethical Conduct for Research in Africa: African Studies Association Draft”
which holds researchers of Africa to the following ethical code: do no harm;
openly and fully disclose your methods, objectives, sources of funding,
and anticipated outcomes; secure informed consent from “subjects”™ and
guarantee their confidentiality when requested; and reciprocate.* The prin-
ciples set aside for ethical research conduct in Africa for the most part
strive to guard against harming or subjugating the African “subject.” How-
ever, nowhere does it implore the researcher to interrogate her own
positionality, feelings, and attitudes about the “subject” and the evidence
being collected. In questioning myself throughout this article,  have sought
to demonstrate that in the pursuit of “historical truth,” a researcher’s ob-
jectivity can be easily swayed by her location and positionality in relation
to her collaborators. It is my firm belief that both the insider and outsider
points of view are legitimate. However, | implore all rescarchers to em-
bark upon processes of honest self-interrogation—assessing their personal
agendas and motives—as insights garnered about themselves can, and

often times do, greatly affect the outcome of research and evaluation of
evidence. |

NOTES

‘Notable exceptions include explorations of oral tradition methodologies
by Jan Vansina, Joseph C. Miller, and E. J. Alagoa. However, investigations that
center the researcher’s experience in the African field and explore more intimate
approaches to doing history are fewer and farther between. Samwiri Kanrugire
presents a short insider’s perspective on field methods in the introduction of his
1971 book, A History of the Kingdom of Nkore in Western Uganda to 1896 (London:
Oxford University Press, 1971), while Carolyn Keyes Adenaike and Jan Vansina’s
compilation, In Pursuit of History: Fieldwork in Africa (London: Heinemann, 1996),
present the experiences of individual researchers in the African field. It is in the
tradition of these latter texts that my work provides insight.

Some historians may question this assertion. What is not debatable, how-
ever, is the fact that almost all written history was at one time oral and oral his-
tory is collecled through some process of fieldwork (for instance, oral interviews,
oral traditions, and so on}).

‘The English language is gender specific, unlike its Igbo counterpart. | have
decided to use the female prefix, “her,” “hers,” or “herself” to refer to “the re-
searcher,” since | am temale.

The following texts were especially insightful: Sherna Berger Gluck and
Daphne Patai, eds., Women's Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History (New York:
Routledge, 1991); Diane L. Wolf, ed., Fennunist Dilemmas in Fieldwork (Boulder, Colo.:
Westview Press, 1996); and The Personal Narratives Group, Interpreting Women's
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Lives: Feminist Theory and Personal Narratives (Bloomington: Indiana University
I'ress, 1989).

“See Margaret Kinsman, “Beasts of Burden: The Subordination of Southern
Iswana Women, ca. 1800-1840,” Journal of Southern African Studies 10, no. 1 (1983):
39-54.

"See Jett Guy, “Gender Oppression in Southern Africa’s Precapitalist Soci-
eties,” in Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945, ed. Cheryl Walker (Cape
Town: David Philip, 1990): 34-47.

'Ogidi is a major town that is six miles away from Onitsha. Although the
distance between Onitsha and Ogidi is small, it took the British missionaries al-
most thirteen years to spread their “good news” to the people of Ogidi.

*Chinua Achebe, “Named For Victoria, Queen of England,” in Hopes and
Impediments: Selected Essays, 1965-87 (London: Heinemann International, 1988),
22-23.

"The first wrapper is tied across the waist like a long skirt, and the second
is wrapped over the first and knotted at the sides. When a wife becomes a mother,
the second wrapper is used to secure the mother’s child on her back.

""The research was conducted while | was a doctoral candidate at UCLA.

""For more on this, see Daphne Patai, “U.S. Academics and Third World
Women: Is Ethical Research Possible?” in Women's Words, 137-53. She recommends
that researchers should “study up” as opposed to “study down” in order to rec-
tify some of these power differentials.

“Oral history is used to mean the end product from recording, editing and
transcribing women’s words.

“Oral narratives is used to mean the material gathered in the oral history
process by using a tape recorder.

“Attempting to build friendships moves the relationship between the re-
searcher and the collaborator onto a more equal footing; and the researcher is less
apt to exploit a collaborator that she regards as a friend.

"During my fieldwork, I interviewed over a hundred women of various
social, economic and educational backgrounds. The vast majority of the women
were married, most were mothers. One of the main premises of my research was
to present the varying realities of Nsukka women in an attempt to show how
economic, social, and educational variables as well as urban or rural dwelling
preferences shaped women'’s realities.

“I have adapted these techniques from oral history and feminist method-
ologies. See especially Gluck and Patai, Women’s Words, and The Personal Narra-
tives Group, Interpreting Women's Lives.

"The following authors have written on this subject: E. O. Erim, “Songs as
Sources of History,” Itan: Bensu Journal of Historical Studies 1 (1990): 36—44; and
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E.]. Alagoa, “Songs as Historical Data: Example for the Niger Delta” Research Re-
view 5 (1968).

BRaphael Okechukwu Madu has written eloquently on this subject in Afri-
can Symbols, Proverbs and Myths: The Hermeneutics of Destiny (New York: Peter Lang
Publishing, 1992); see also Barbara Kirdsenblatt-Gimblett, “Toward a Theory of
Proverb Meaning,” Proverbium 22 (1973): 821-827; and Mac E. Barrick, “Rhyme
and Dating of Proverbs,” Proverbuum 15 (1970): 431- 433,

“See A. E. Afigbo and C. S. Okeke, Weaving Tradition in Igboland: History
and Mechanism of Igbo Textile Industry (Lagos: Nigerian Magazine Publication, 1985);
L. Q. Ukeje, “Weaving In Akwete,” Nigerian Magazine 74 (September 1962): 32-41;
and Carolyn Keyes, Adire: Cloth, Gender, and Social Change in Southwestern Nigeria,
1841-1991 (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1993).

“See The Personal Narratives Group, Interpreting Women's Lives; Mary
Catherine Bateson, Composing a Life (New York: Plume Book, 1990); Mary Ellen
Morbeck, Alison Galloway, and Adrienne L. Zihlman, eds., The Evolving Female: A
Life-history Perspective, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997); and
Chryssi Inglessi, Advocating a Biographical Approach in Feminist Research: A Per-
sonal Experience (Wellesley, Mass.: Wellesley College, Center for Research on
Women, 1990).

“Estelle C. Jelinek, Women's Autobiography: Essays in Criticism (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1980), 7.

ZJames Olney, Tell Me Africa: An Approach to African Literature (Princeton,
N.].: Princeton University Press, 1973), 78.

“A collection of articles edited by Caroline B. Brett, entitled When They Read
What We Write: The Politics of Ethnography (Westport, Conn.: Bergin and Garvey,
1993), delves into this dialogue.

“Nwando Achebe, “And She Became a Man”: King Ahebi Ugbabe in the
History of Enugu-Ezike, Nsukka Division,” Gender, Power and Difference in Af-
rican Societies Conference, The James S. Coleman African Studies Center, Univer-
sity of California at Los Angeles, 6-8 June 1997.

“In my writing, [ put the terms “slave” and “slavery” in quotation marks
in reference to the African institution of slavery, which was more benign than
New World chattel slavery.

*Nwando Achebe, “Female Power and Authority in Northern Igboland,”
Independent seminar, The Hansberry Institute of African Studies/Department of
History, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 4 December 1998,

“During my research experience, | kept a journal in which | reflected upon
my personal journey in the field. What follows are selections from my journal
entries in which I give voice to some of the dilemmas that I faced as an Igbo
researcher conducting archival and field research on Nsukka women. I wrote in
my journal every day, following each research trip. I did, however, refine certain
portions of my diary so they would read better.
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¥ use the term “female principle” to encompass all aspects of female in-
volvement in society—female activities within the human or physical / visible realm
as well as the non-human or spiritual /invisible realm. In the human or physical /
visible realm, the female principle is revealed in the types of roles women as-
sume, such as in their “work” as mothers, wives, traders and farmers. In the non-
human or spiritual /invisible realm, the female principle is personified in the
goddesses, medicines (ogwu), and oracles, as well as in women’s “work” as divin-
ers, priestesses, and healers.

*See Nwando Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors and Kings: Female Power
and Authority in Northern Igboland, 1900-1960 (Portsmouth, Conn.: Heinemann /
Greenwood Press, forthcoming).

*Traditional Igbo attire is highly politicized. Essentially, there are different
grades of material. These are, in order of “superiority,” Dutch Wax, English Wax,
Nigerian Wax, and other African Prints. Within the Nigerian Wax category, the
lowest grade of abada (wrapper) is called Super Wax. And this was the grade of
wrapper that I wore when I went into the villages. T found that I did not stick out
as much when [ was attired in this way.

“The institution of Igwe is a modern construct. He represents the tradi-
tional ruler of the entire community, whereas the Onyishi was the ruler of a given
quarter within the community. There were inherent disadvantages in being intro-
duced to the traditional leadership. For starters, the I[gwe would often feel slighted
if I did not request an interview with him; and when I did request one, the
community’s “official” history was given. I was also steered toward potential col-
laborators who often expanded upon this “official” view. In my experience, how-
ever, [ did find that it was often important to go along with these formalities in

order not to antagonize prominent individuals within these communities.

“In Igboland, gender and sex did not coincide in society and theretore
women were often able to transform themselves into men, and men, women in
terms of gender. The temale husband phenomena arose when a woman married
another woman and assumed the social role of husband. These relationships how-
ever, were not sexual in nature. The female son phenomena arose when a daugh-
ter in a family who had no sons, elected to stay home, and become her parent’s
son. Such a female son would attempt to bear sons for her parents and was ac-
corded all rights (especially, the right to inherit land) due a son.

"Christianity introduced a canon that questioned the morality of the fe-
male husband and son conventions and, as a result, practitioners of these institu-
tions are often defensive about their choices.

“#The man who introduced us to this collaborator was a retired councilman
and a relation of the woman in question. She felt that he should have told her the
nature of my inquiry privately before I was introduced. I was actually surprised
myself that he had not explained this to her, since [ had asked to specifically speak
to a female husband.

“Kolanut is a symbol of peace. Before anything is done in Igholand, kolanut
is presented and this presentation symbolizes that the people have come in peace.
For anyone to refuse a kolanut offering is tantamount to sacrilege.
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“Two broad categories of servile condition existed in Nsukka—ohu mmuadu
(people “slaves”) and ohuma (cult dedicatees). Ohu mmadu were divided into am wda
(domestic “slaves”), ohu mgbere (“slaves” for sale), nhe oru utu (pawns), and nnokwu
(clients). Ohuma were of two types: orochama (male and female “slaves”) whose
ancestors had been offered as living sacrifices to particular deities. These “slaves”
remained in the service of their parent deity and became shrine attendants. An-
other category was the ighberema. These were freeborn individuals, who were cho-
sen by deities to be dedicated as living sacrifices to them. These dedicatees were
considered betrothed to the deities (igo ma ogo) and as such no man or woman
was allowed to marry them. Children born of these unions belonged to the deities
and assumed surnames that affirmed this relationship. Nsukka goddesses Nimu
Kwome, Adoro and Efuru all had dedicatees. See Achebe, Farmers, Traders, War-
riors, and Kings.

I was only able to find this out while I was interviewing a Christian con-
vert about a totally unrelated issue.

*This riddle plays on the name “Babangida.” The word “Baba” is Yoruba
for “father.” “Baba” plus “ngida” spells “Babangida.” Babangida was the Nige-
rian military dictator who was widely believed to have killed Newswatch editor-
in-chief Dele Giwa with a letter bomb.

*“The term “subject” is used in the African Studies Association guidelines.
“The African Studies Association, “Guidelines for Ethical Conduct for Re-

search in Africa: African Studies Association Draft,” (http: / / www.africanstudies.org /
asaethics.html, 1999), 1-2




