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Roundtable
Thinking with Feminist Biography
The Day I “Met” Ahebi Ugbabe, Female King of Enugu-
Ezike, Nigeria

Nwando Achebe

I “met” Ahebi Ugbabe in the summer of 1995. Our “meeting” was not physi-
cal, for she had lived and died many years before I was born. Rather, our 

encounter occurred on the pages of C. K. Meek’s 1934 anthropological report 
on the people of eastern Nigeria, Law and Authority in an Igbo Tribe.1 As I 
read page after page of the dense text—part of a bigger reading assignment 
imposed by my dissertation advisor, the late Professor Boniface Obichere—I 
was reminded of his somewhat rebuking tone a few days earlier: “No one 
will give you a Ph.D. to write another study of the Women’s War!” He was, 
of course, alluding to Ogu Umunwanyi, which was launched by Igbo women 
on an abusive British colonial government in 1929—a movement that ef-
fectively put African women on the historical map. Even though I had no 
intention of writing a history of the Women’s War, I must admit that I was 
taken aback, because I really did not know exactly what it was that I wished 
to work on. I was certain that I wanted to write a history of my people, the 
Igbo women, but that was about it. Therefore, words are not enough to 
describe the excitement that coursed through my body some moons later 
when the words “[t]he village-group of Ogurte [Enugu-Ezike, Nigeria] is 
distinguished by having a female Eze” jumped out at me on page 158 of 
Meek’s report.2 The words were a validation of time invested—the better 
part of three summer months—reading, eating, and sleeping impenetrable 
ethnography compiled by such British colonial and missionary greats as G. 
T. Basden and T. L. Talbot.3 The validation came not from finally unearthing 
information about an unnamed Igbo woman, but because the woman was 
said to be an eze—king.

Eze nwanyi is Igbo for queen—a term that C. K. Meek did not use—but 
even if he had, my feelings of validation would not have been diminished, 
because the people that Meek was writing about were a non-centralized 
society that bestowed leadership on elders. I had finally uncovered a wor-
thy topic for my dissertation—the politics of gender and the evolution of 
female power. This research would later be revised into my book, Farmers, 
Traders, Warriors, and Kings: Female Power and Authority in Northern Igboland, 
1900–1960 (Heinemann, 2005).
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Her name was Ahebi Ugbabe, this female king and warrant chief of 
Enugu-Ezike, Nigeria.4 I featured aspects of her story in the last chapter of 
my first book, but I quickly realized that I had only just touched the tip of 
the Ahebi Ugbabe iceberg.5 My love affair with this female king would have 
to continue; and continue it did in a full-length critical biography, Gendered 
Politics in a Changing Space: Colonialism and the Invention of a Female Igbo 
King—the writing of which has been made possible by a generous grant 
from the Wenner-Gren Foundation.

Ahebi Ugbabe was born in Ogurte, Enugu-Ezike, two decades before 
the turn of the nineteenth century. She would later escape to Igalaland, just 
north of Nsukka. The young Ahebi was evading an oracular pronunciation 
that ordered that she be offered in marriage to a female deity in retribution 
for her father’s crime. The penalty, known as igo mma ogo (to become the in-
law of a deity), was a recognized and well-established sanction in northern 
Igboland. During her forced exile, a resilient Ahebi became a prostitute and 
used this form of work to her advantage. She traveled widely and learned 
to speak many languages, including Igala, Nupe, and Pidgin English. Her 
sex work and linguistic skills gave her access to the Attah-Igala (king) and 
the British divisional officer, who not only facilitated her return to Nsukka 
Division, but supported her claim to the office of headman, warrant chief, 
and, later, eze.

Having completed six chapters of writing, I am about to begin the 
process of securing a publisher for the book. My plan is to identify those 
companies that have historically supported the publishing of women’s 
words. Being able to publish a biography that can potentially cut across 
academic and nonacademic audiences is also especially appealing. As an 
associate professor at a Research I institution, however, the expectations for 
promotion—a scholarly text, preferably published by a university press—to 
a great extent determines the publisher.

Does this mean that my desire to produce scholarship that transcends 
the academy is moot? I hope not, for one of the mantras of feminist research 
is to engage in research for, by, and about women. Feminist writing, there-
fore, should cut across boundaries and reach many audiences; it should 
not overly engage in jargon-filled productions so often present in academic 
writing. In my own work, I have spent the better part of twelve years col-
lecting and presenting the lives and worlds of Igbo women—both literate 
and illiterate. Would it be proper if the histories entrusted to me are not 
accessible to the very collaborators who shared their lives with me?

In addition, what about the issues of exclusivity so often realized in ar-
chival documentation? The female king Ahebi Ugbabe, on whom my critical 
biography is based, was mentioned only five times in colonial documents. 
The first two references occurred in three paragraphs of seemingly identi-
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cal anthropological prose by C. K. Meek. Then there is the archival record: 
Ahebi Ugbabe appears in no more than a few lines in two colonial reports. 
Does the fact that she is featured so little in colonial documentation make 
Ahebi an unworthy subject for historical reconstruction? My answer is a 
resounding “no!” The colonial scholars may not have deemed her a worthy 
historical figure, but her people certainly did. The visible constructions of 
King Ahebi’s prominence—the Ahebi Ugbabe Primary School and Ahebi 
Ugbabe Road—stand witness to this fact, confirming that Ahebi was indeed 
deemed important by the community from whence she came.

A number of life histories written about African women have been 
constructed in ways that give African women voice. In these accounts, 
portions of women’s “voices” are centered within the body of the text, al-
lowing the reader an intimate view of the lives of the women presented. 
However, the researcher/scholar—that seemingly silent partner in the life 
history enterprise—in important ways constructs the product that reaches 
the literary consumer. It is the documenter of the life history who decides 
what portions of the interview to include or not to include. In a sense, it is 
the researcher’s agenda that is realized in the published work. When dealing 
with educated or elite collaborators, however, the researcher/documenter, 
whether she or he likes it or not, has less control over the final product. This 
is because elite women are able to shape the interviews to their own ends, 
constructing a product that is indeed collaborative.

Because the subject of my biography died in 1948, I cannot engage in 
a co-production between “researcher and the researched,” which I believe 
should be one of the desired outcomes of feminist studies. Had I been 
privileged to “meet” Ahebi in person, I am certain that she would have 
directed and constructed her story in ways that suited her. I, in turn, would 
have presented the written product to her for comment before publication, 
thus negotiating meaning with her, so that the history that emerged would 
truly be a collaborative effort, a construction that King Ahebi could see 
herself in.

Most feminist biographies tend to end up being taught in classes that 
have an articulated “women” focus. I do not know too many colleagues who 
have introduced texts on women, let alone individual women, into their 
mainstream undergraduate or graduate teaching. This, however, should 
not be the case, because feminist biography has the potential to cut across 
boundaries and reel people in, especially those who might not otherwise 
be drawn to conventional history classes or books. This summer, I taught 
a course entitled “Women in the First Person: African Autobiography and 
Personal Narrative.” I found that the vast majority of my students had never 
taken an African history course. They were attracted to the class because 
they wanted to bury themselves in the lives of people whom they deemed 
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noteworthy and, in a sense, live vicariously through them. This certainly 
occurred after we read Mamphela Ramphele’s Across Boundaries: The Jour-
ney of a South African Woman Leader.6 My students all concurred that even 
though Ramphele was an extraordinary woman, what resonated most with 
them was the fact that she was in a sense “every woman.”

Biography continues to offer a useful arena for feminist historical 
scholarship, which, if contextualized properly, does not overemphasize 
the celebratory aspects of women’s history. Far from it, it brings to the fore 
the totality of women’s life experiences in exciting ways, humanizing and 
giving voice to them in ways that conventional history texts do not.
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