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This article discusses some of the core values among the Igbos. This is done partly as
a way of showing the way in which these values play out both in gender relations in
and highlighting the way women are viewed. In this sense, our attempt here should be
understood as an investigation. The values that we examine are those of truthfulness
or truth, respect or respectfulness and industry or industriousness or hard work. The
aim is to help make the case that in Igboland women are neither marginalised nor
treated as inferior to men. In presenting these ideas, we draw on some proverbs
(to show the values of truth and respect) and some characters and actors in Chinua
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (to demonstrate the values of respect and industry) for
both men and women.

Introduction

In this article, we aim to show how women are viewed in the Igbos’ cultural world view, namely
in the context of certain values and cultural practices. This discussion will hopefully give some
insight into some important values among the Igbos.! The three values that we will discuss are those
of truthfulness or truth, industry or industriousness or hard work, and respectfulness or respect. In
examining these values in connection with women, we will be making the case that in Igboland (by
this we mean the Igbo cultural world view), women are neither marginalised nor treated as inferior
to men. Our discussion will mainly use proverbs as well as ideas drawn from some characters in
Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. In drawing on Things Fall Apart, we do not, as some people do,
construe the work as patriarchal.

Using proverbs to do the work of philosophy has been adopted by some scholars (e.g. Momoh
2000; Fayemi 2010; Etieyibo 2016; Mabalane and Etieyibo 2020). Scholars like Campbell Shittu
Momoh (2000) have argued that proverbs in Africa are not sexist and do not disrespect women.
As we will be showing in this article, women are respected and valued among the Igbos, in virtue
of age, positions, experiences, and achievements. One area where respect for women and their
value is evident is in practices such as omugwo (postpartum care), etc. Another area is found in the
concept of nne ochie (grandmother) / nna ochie (grandfather) cum nwadiala (grandchild), that is
the relationship between one’s maternal family and oneself. While this article does not emphasise
the fact that one’s maternal home is always a place of comfort and succour such as seen in how
Okonkwo went to his mother’s house after his banishment (Uwasomba 2007), what is interesting
about this is that the nneochie (grandmother) and nnaochie (grandfather) in this case are respected

1 The name Igbo (also called Ibo by some), refers to both the people (speakers) and their language. They live mainly in the south-east of
Nigeria, in the states of Abia, Anambra, Ebonyi, Enugu and Imo, and in parts of Delta and Rivers states. It is one of the largest ethnic
groups in Africa making up about 25% of the Nigerian population (Slattery 2010). Traditionally, the Igbos believe in god as the one
creator, Chineke or Chi-ukwu (big god). They believe that this big god can be approached through other deities and spirits, such as
Amadioha (god of thunder), Ala (earth goddess), Anyanwu (the sun god, which literally means the eye of the sun) and Idemili (the river
goddess) (Adeboyejo 2018). However, they revere Chukwu and do everything not to offend him, believing that he is the giver of life and
can also take life; therefore, they try to make him happy so their lives will be preserved (see also Isichei 1976).

South African Journal of Philosophy is co-published by NISC (Pty) Ltd and Informa UK Limited (trading as Taylor & Francis Group)


http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1801-4593

South African Journal of Philosophy 2023, 42(3): 202-216 203

by the nwadiala (grandchild), age notwithstanding. While some may interpret this concept as
showing that the Igbos have no regard for eldership, we show that this is not the case.

This article is divided into three sections. In the first section, the values that form the core of our
discussion, namely industry, respect and truth will be examined, followed by a demonstration of
the relationships among these values. Some of the proverbs that speak about these values will be
examined as a way of buttressing the fact that these values are core among the Igbos. The reason for
the choice of these values is that they are fundamental and are also representative of the Igbos and
some of their cultural heritage. In the third section, we look at the issue of women or womanhood in
Igbo society. In the final section, we examine some objections and respond to them.

A couple of riders are apropos at this point. First, the views that we discuss here are not necessarily
held by all Igbos, but represent views which are generally held by the Igbo as exhibited in their
beliefs, practices and values. Second, the article is largely about examining these matters with a
sprinkle of critical appraisal. In that sense, it may appear to some people as overly descriptive. But
this is the direction and methodology that we have adopted in this article. Along this line, even
though we will be saying things like: Igboland, Igbo society, among the Igbos, Igbo practices,
beliefs etc., we should be taken to be focusing not only on particular individual spaces by Igbos,
but on the sort of values and ideals that collectively represent Igbo culture (which we call the
Igbo cultural world view). Third, although we are presenting truth and truthfulness together, we
are not systematically confusing both concepts, or their usage. While truth is literally represented
by eziokwu, truthfulness does not have a one-word representation, but is translated to mean 7 kwu
eziokwu that is “speaking the truth”, or I bu onye eziokwu “being a truthful person”. In Igbo usage,
truth and truthfulness are also sometimes used interchangeably, like we do in this article.? Finally,
our discussion of Achebe’s Things Fall Apart is in some way suggestive of the fact that the novel
does not take a discriminatory perspective on women. We agree with Purwarno (2009, 12) who
indicated that even though at “first glance, the role of women in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart
may appear to be unfairly limited in terms of their authority and power”, a deeper dive into it shows
that “women of the clan hold some very powerful positions: spiritually as the priestess and the
sacred women, symbolically as the earth goddess, and literally as the nurturers of the Ibo people,
the helpers of husbands in farming as well as the caretakers of yam crops, and the mothers and
educators of the Ibo children”.3

Some core Igbo values

Industry, industriousness or hard work

Industry or being industrious or hard working is a core value in the Igbo world view. Anyone
that fails to show enthusiasm about work and how to make ends meet or how to earn a living is
considered a lazy person that no one would want to associate with very closely. Such a person is
never used as an example of a role model. The Igbos do not just value industry for its own sake,
but it is valued because of the results it produces. One must have something to show as proof for
one’s industry. It is not enough to say that one is industrious if the output or outcome says or shows
something different. This can be seen in the comparison that Achebe, in Things Fall Apart, made
between the characters Unoka and Okoye, where the former is referred to as being lazy, a debtor and
a failure as he had no barn full of yam tubers, or a large compound full of huts, like Okoye (Achebe
1958) which would have served as evidence of his industry. It is for this reason that Unoka was not
conferred with any title. Instead, he was called agbala (feminised man), because he did not take any
title in his lifetime.

Title taking is one of the ways of rewarding people who are industrious in Igboland. Little wonder
some young people have titles, while some older people do not. This is because title taking is not
guaranteed by age necessarily, but by hard work which has produced results, among other things.
As Achebe(1958) tells us, Okoye is about to take the Idemili title, the third highest in the land,

2 The third and final riders are made in reference to some objections raised by one of the anonymous reviewers.
3 For some further reference and discussions on women and feminist reading in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, see Strong-Leek (2001) and
Hiatt (in Purwarno 2009).
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because he has enough farm produce that can sustain three wives and their children. People who
have evidence of their industry are a pride to their family, close associates and the entire community.
The reverse is the case for those who have nothing to show. Consider Unoka, who dies having no
title and heavily in debt, and how this made his son Okonkwo ashamed (Achebe 1958). Okonkwo is
presented as a wealthy farmer, the husband of three wives, and an industrious fellow (Achebe 1958).
Achebe made no reference to females as industrious and as title holders, probably because the story
line did not warrant it, or because he did not mean to make a comparison. One may take this as
demeaning but for us, it is not. However, it is worth mentioning that outstanding women in Igboland
are also given titles, such as Ada Di Ora Nma — a daughter that is everyone’s favourite, Nne Ora —
mother of all, Nne Eji Eje Mba —a mother who can well represent her people, and so on. In our view,
the reference in Things Fall Apart to Unoka as lazy and a woman, or comparing indolent men to
women, must be taken as contextual. In the context of the novel, men (and not women) are required
to have full barns. Therefore, any man (like Unoka) who falls short is referred to as a woman only
in the context of owning and not owing full barns. This does not show that women are second class
citizens, rather it shows that Unoka is not able to own a barn full of yam tubers like women because
women are not expected to own full barns.

Keeping this contrast in terms of industry and lack of industriousness in mind, it is probably then
easier to understand why many Igbo people of the 215t century try to avoid the lazy tag, and instead
want to be like Nwakibie and the later version of Okonkwo, the prosperous version (Achebe 1958).
However, in trying to prove his worth and make his family proud, the later version of Okonkwo
soils his hand with blood by killing a boy that calls him father. Achebe (1958) referred to one’s
personal god, chi, as being a determinant of one’s fatet o some extent, however, he pointed to the
fact that one cannot be lazy and expect the gods to do all the work for him. This agrees with some
other beliefs of the Igbos, which is brought out in the following proverb, onye kwe, chi ya ekwe,
‘one must set out doing something before expecting blessings from one’s personal cAi’. Unoka did
not say yes, that is why his c/i also refused to say yes (literally) and was referred to as a bad chi.

In being industrious, one must be courageous, and an average Igbo person does not seem to lack
in this aspect. This explains why they remain in a place no matter what they are facing; they always
encourage themselves with sayings like: echi di ime, amaghi ihe oga a muy, nke iru ka and ¢ ga-adi
nma, which literally mean ‘tomorrow is pregnant, and no one knows what it will bring to birth’,
‘the future is greater or better and it shall be well’. This value or characteristic is not subject to age
as both the young and old among the Igbos exhibit it. It is also not gendered, as women and men
possess it. At a young age, Okonkwo is already known as the greatest wrestler in the nine villages, a
famous warrior with two titles (Achebe 1958). According to Achebe (1958, 7), “age was respected
among his people, but achievement was revered”. A young person who is courageous and has
achieved great feats is regarded as one who has washed his hands, and so, can eat with titled men,
which is the literal meaning of nwata kwocha aka o soro ndi nze rie nri (Achebe 1958). Okonkwo is
one such person who could boast of great achievements even at a young age.

People who have shown courage and hard work with observable results are saddled with certain
unique responsibilities, as in the case with Okonkwo being asked to look after Ikemefuna, the
ill-fated slave (Achebe 1958). Though Achebe refers to the “old woman” as being in support of the
warriors of a certain village and that she helped them to win their opponent, certainly, the courage of
the warriors themselves is what informs their willingness to engage in a contest with other villages
(Achebe 1958). Therefore, whether one is being supported by one’s chi, or an old woman, such
support is prefixed by personal courage which is an individual’s way of saying yes, before the gods
say yes.

Finally, it is important to emphasise that Igbos believe in the rewards of hard work. This is brought
out in the following proverb: aka aja aja na-ebute ony nmanu nmanu, which means that hard work
pays, or loosely interpreted, one must work hard for one to enjoy afterwards. This shows that there
is a recognition of the fact that hard work precedes relaxation, benefits and rewards, otherwise, one
has misplaced priorities. Therefore, laziness is frowned upon, as a lazy person is believed to want to
get the benefits of hard work without fulfilling its prerequisites or requirements. This also shows the
dignity that accompanies labour, as Igbos are not ashamed of any work that puts food on their tables.
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Respect or respectfulness

Another core value among the Igbo is respect or respectfulness. For the Igbo, the statement that
salutation is not love does not mean the same but will be better rephrased to say ‘salutation is
respect’, or ‘non-salutation is disrespect’. Igbos believe in respecting elders, even nowadays where
as a male you greet elders with a bow, while females greet by genuflecting or curtsying. As a young
person, you are expected to greet your elders no matter the number of times you see them in a
day. Also, after eating, whether at home or where you are visiting, every young person is expected
to say “thank you, ma”, or “thank you, sir” to all the elders, irrespective of whether they are the
ones who provided the food or not. This is unlike what is widely known and practised, where one
shows thanks only to those that have given one something, or to who have helped one in one way
or another. In some parts of Igboland, even before you start eating whatever is presented to you as
a guest, you are expected to first thank all the elders around, and the same is repeated after eating.
Just like in the Igbo cultural world view, there is also an emphasis on greeting directed at the elders
among the Ndebele in Zimbabwe. For the Ndebele, young ones are required to greet the elders one
by one because a general greeting does not specify who it is meant for, and if one gives a general
greeting, it is usually met with silence from the elders (Emua 2021).

The concept of respect among Igbos also demands that one does not call one’s elders by name,
but one should refer to them as sister, brother, uncle, aunty, or by their children’s name, for instance,
mama Amaka, papa Ngozi, etc. This is similar to what we find in the Hlubi culture with regard
to wives and husbands, particularly among the Xhosa people of South Africa, where a woman is
expected to call her husband by his clan name or his child’s name, but not by his name (Emua 2021).
Among the Igbo, one can also be called by one’s titled name, professional name or any related
name, such as positions held in school, church or anywhere else, but nothing derogatory. One is
allowed to refer to elders by their names only after they have been followed by these titles. One who
does not follow these prescriptions is viewed as being disrespectful. Thus, when Igbos say aunty
or uncle, these are not being used in the strict English language sense of referring to one’s parent’s
sibling; rather, they are used to refer to someone who is older or who is regarded as senior. This is
also the case with male and female teachers in primary or secondary schools who are called aunties
and uncles.

For Igbos, respect is mostly dependent on age, position, then character, and is not based on sex
and gender. Respect is earned, whether as a man or a woman; if you work for it, you have it. This is
in line with Momoh’s (2000, 363) point regarding eldership and respect in Uchi (Auchi) culture, and
African societies, in general, “it is true that in traditional situations the youth is brought up to know
and respect culture and respect for elders as an important aspect of culture, but an elder has to work
for and earn such respect”. Even as an elder, one must work to earn respect, as age does not suffice.
Whereas young people can also earn respect once they have worked for it.

One Igbo proverb that shows that the young can also earn respect for themselves is nwata
kwochaa aka, o soro ndi okenye rie nri, which literally means that if a child washes their hand, they
will eat with the elders. This shows that age is not a barrier to earning respect because anyone who
does anything worthy of respect is accorded respect no matter their age. A young person can also
earn more respect than an elder, though this might bring shame on the elder, when a younger person
exhibits more responsibility than they do, as expressed in this maxim: Akwa okuko tiwa aku, ihere
eme nkpume. This means that when an egg cracks the shell of the palm kernel, the stone becomes
ashamed. This shows that a young person can gain or earn more respect than an elder by doing what
elders do or ought to do. This might appear as undermining the elder, but it does not give room for
the young person to look down on the elder in question. However, it challenges the elder to improve.

An elder who is not responsible is not accorded respect, for while they are referred to as okenye
na-agwo ofe (a childlike elder), the responsible elder is referred to as okenye bu okenye (elder
indeed). With reference to the Uchi people, Momoh claims that such irresponsible elders are referred
to as opishai eyeye, which simply means an unserious old man, opishai efo, which means good for
nothing old man, and opishai adeke, which means a stupid or foolish old man; or more deeply, “king
of idiots” (Momoh 2000, 363). All of these suggest that while such a man still remains an elder (by
virtue of age), he is not qualified to be a leader in their community. This once again shows that age
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does not guarantee one respect when the person did not work to earn or maintain such respect. This
serves as a mirror to view the minds of some Africans, in understanding why they abhor acts of
irresponsibility from an elder. Igbos are no exception in this regard.

The Igbo also believe that reciprocity is important when we speak of respect, according to the
proverb, onye fee eze, eze eru ya, which literally means that anyone who serves the king will in turn
become a king and be served by others. According to Achebe (1958, 15), this proverb means that
“a man who pays respect to the great paves the way for his own greatness”. However, in relation to
respect, it means that if you want others to respect you, you will have to respect them first. From
this we see that a young person who is respectful will in turn earn respect from others. The young
person in this regard does not have to be a warrior, a great farmer or husband of three wives like
Okonkwo, but earns respect in virtue of respecting others. Although Okonkwo is not an example
of such reciprocity, he earned his own respect through his other achievements. This explanation is
necessary, because some have argued that the struggle to survive or survive better than others to earn
respect is the main or one of the main reasons the Igbo in diaspora are defaulting in character while
pursuing material wealth.

One objection to this notion will be to say that while Okonkwo chose to be a warrior with the
intention of defeating the neighbouring clans and bringing honour and fame to his own clan, he had
an option not to do so. He chose to be a great farmer, not solely to take care of his immediate and
extended families, but because he was afraid of failing and being referred to as a failure. This was
also the only reason he killed Ikemefuna, a boy that called him father, despite the warning from an
elder not to have a hand in the boy’s death. Okonkwo not only killed the boy so as not to be thought
weak, but also referred to Obierika who refused to come with them as a weakling (Achebe 1958).
Thus, his morality is challenged, which Achebe probably employed to show that while the Igbo
accord respect to people for achievements recorded, the aspect of moral consciousness in pursuit of
such achievements is not left out. The objection as to where freedom lies in Igbo culture is seen here
in that anyone is free to make a choice within or without deference to the standard or ideal expected
of one, however, in doing so one has to be prepared to face the consequences of such choices.

Hierarchy also exists among the Igbo, including among elders and ndi ichie/ndi nze na ozo (“titled
people”). This can be seen in the reference made to Nwakibie as nna anyi “our father” (Achebe
1958). They are all elders, but Nwakibie is the first among them, and because he was respectful
to others, they did not find it difficult to respect him. Again, Ezeudu, who refused to have a hand
in Ikemefuna’s death, and as a result was castigated by Okonkwo who called him a “woman”, did
not lose his respect or position for non-conformity. As the oldest man in that quarter of Umuofia
(Achebe 1958), his refusal to support the shedding of blood did not affect his status. This shows
the respect of the Igbo for men and women of character. To buttress this point about respect, when
Okonkwo, driven by pride because of his achievements, insulted another elder, none of the elders
supported him, and the meeting was paused until he apologised to the man he had insulted (Achebe
1958). This again highlights the point that whatever one has achieved is not considered over and
above age or respect, and such achievements do not warrant the achiever to disrespect others who
have not achieved such feats. The reference to Ezeudu here as a woman is supposedly because
women are not viewed as active warriors in war situations that involve blood shedding. Accordingly,
one is a “woman” or behaves like a “woman”, who has no warrior-like duties when they behave like
Ezeudu. One therefore should not view such references as derogatory.

Truth or truthfulness
The last core value among the Igbo that we will consider is that of truth or truthfulness. Igbos say
eziokwu bu ndu, which means that truth is life. This definition of truth as life shows the premium
placed on truth by the Igbo, such that one who lies is seen as attracting death to themself. Truth is
valued in the Igbo cultural world view and lying is frowned upon. A liar in the Igbo language is
referred to as onye ire abuo (“a two-tongued person”), or onye ugha (“someone who lies”).

The ofo in Igboland is referred to as the symbol of truth and that is why people are asked to swear
on the ofo to prove their innocence on any matter (see lkegwu 2018). In Things Fall Apart, the
priestess of Agbala, apart from being the eye of the gods, symbolised truth, just like the gods. The
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argument is that the gods did not speak to anyone directly, rather they spoke through the priestess.
Also, the gods are truthful, and the words of the gods should not fail, that is why the people always
consulted the gods before anything they want to do and also to find out the cause of what was
happening to them. If the gods are true in this regard, it therefore follows that their eyes and their
mouth, which is Chielo the priestess, is also truthful, and she is a woman (Achebe 1958). Besides,
Agbala herself, the one-legged old woman (god), is also a woman and the way she is always
consulted before people embark on anything, and the way whatever she said happened, shows that
she is truthful.

The idea of truth is well brought out in the following Igbo saying: Eziokwu na-akwu ka elekere
isii, which literally means that truth stands like six o’clock. We want to say that this representation
of six o’clock illustrates the point about being truthful in society. At six o’clock, the short hand of
the clock points to 6, while the long hand points to 12, thus forming a straight line. This happens
twice a day, at 6:00 am and at 6:00 pm. One may argue that other numbers represented on the clock
also occur twice a day, which is a fact, however, it is only at six o’clock that the time indicators
stand straight. Some wristwatches and clocks are made without certain numbers indicated, but
usually not the number six and its partner, twelve. At six o’clock, the number 6 unites with 12 to
form a straight line. This is significant, we think, partly because, while the number 6 represents the
individual, 12 represents others, showing the link that exists between the individual and others. This
means that the individual is expected to be truthful to themself and truthful with others. We suggest
here that this indicates that truth is the backbone of any community, in the sense that when six unites
with twelve at six o’clock, we have a straight line. In the same way, truth can be a uniting force in a
community (Ani, Ome and Nwankwo 2014).

One of the objections to the clock analogy is that clock is quite a recent thing, and yes, it is.
However, before the invention of the clock with the minutes and hour indicators, the most reliable
way of telling the time was through cock crows, especially during the early hours of the morning.
Though the crowing of the cock at 6.00 am does not show the straight line of truth as described
above, there is that general trust in the cock by members of the community, such that if they are to
meet anywhere at any given time, despite being at their respective houses, the cock tells the time in
a way that they gather at the meeting venue at the set time. This shows that there is that trust in the
cock’s crow as truthful, while the cock is the symbol of that truth; thus, the same unity is formed
through the trust in the cock to always tell the time.

The idea that truth is a basic fabric of society draws some support from the Akan term, nokware,
which according to Kwasi Wiredu (1998) in his discussion of the Akan concept of truth, though less
literally, means being of one voice, that is communal unanimity. We get from this that truth is valued
universally, and Igbos are inclusive. By using the clock synonymously to describe truth, it shows the
universality and importance of the concept being discussed. The clock example is used to show how
truth is central to the Igbo because it is life (eziokwu bu ndu). In relation to the wristwatch, the Igbos
say that ihe agba n’aka, ejighi ugegbe ele ya, which means that anything worn on the wrist does not
need the mirror to confirm its authenticity. In forming a divide between right and left, it is important
to note that the two sides of the divide are synonymous with past and present. In other words, six
o’clock separates old from new, past from present, and good from evil, for there is a sense in which
the Igbo view the left side (aka ekpe) as evil or a lie. In this context, the left hand is representative
of a lie (ugha), the opposite of truth (eziokwus). The divide is not only between the past and present,
good and bad, but also between truth and lies. This may also be the reason the Igbos forbid giving or
collecting something with the left hand, and when an elder is involved, it is worse, except for those
who are left-handed. Giving or taking anything with the left hand is considered an act of disrespect.
This is because the left is not always synonymous with good.

Relationships of the core Igbo values

Truth, industry and respect as we have said are important or core values among the Igbos. Displaying
these values are not limited to men. Women are also expected to display them. If we think of being
truthful like the six o’clock indicator on the clock, then both men and women are required to be
straightforward in what they present or say. The same can be said of respect for women, who, like
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their male counterparts, are shown respect based on firstly being persons in the community and,
secondly, based on what they have achieved or done. Regarding the point about achievement, this
brings up the connection between respect and industry. Women nowadays are not simply referred to
as ori-aku “eaters of wealth”, but also odozi aku “caretakers of wealth” and are, in a sense, wealth
creators. This suggests that women nowadays do participate in activities that were thought to be
the men’s thing, thereby earning their respect through industry. More visibly now, we see Igbo
women who are professors, administrators, managing directors, politicians, writers, entrepreneurs
and politicians, to mention just a few, and some of them have been given chieftaincy titles based on
their positions and achievements. As an example, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, a renowned novelist,
was recently conferred with the title of “Odeluwa” in her homeland.

Further on the relationship between respect and industry, let us get back to Achebe’s Things
Fall Apart (1958), where the author notes that respect is not accorded to Unoka, not because he
disrespected himself or the land, but because he was not industrious. Some people have argued that
Unoka lived a good life because instead of stressing about the material things of life, or falling out
with his neighbours, he simply lay on his wooden bed and played his flute. However, in responding
to this, and as we have seen, we will say that a person who is not hardworking, or to put it briefly,
one who is lazy, and as a result cannot fend for their family, is generally viewed as irresponsible. It
is in this sense, and not in the sense of being peaceful that Unoka, Okonkwo’s father, is regarded as
a fool, and according to the Uchi people, a king of idiots. The Holy Bible also condemns an elder
who cannot provide for their family, saying that such a person is “worse than an infidel” (1 Timothy
5:8). We do not intend to explain anything in relation to the circumstances of the quoted Bible
verse, but intend only to use it to show that the view held by Achebe, of a man who cannot provide
for his family, is not his alone, but the same is held generally among the Igbos and is supported by
the Bible. However, the generality is not in terms of a person whose effort does not yield sufficient
results, such that they are not able to provide for their family. Rather, it has to do with those who
willingly refuse to work with their hands to make ends meet, like Unoka who is not ready to do the
extra work of cutting grown farmlands or bushes, making big piles, and using manure and big seed
yams.

Sometimes, industry is not met with great achievements for different reasons which could serve
to exonerate an industrious person. Achebe (1958) describes a year in which the weather was not
favourable to farmers and as a result, they lost what would have been their harvest. In such cases,
the farmer is not blamed because the forces of nature were against his efforts.* However, one does
not forbid trying for fear of failing, rather one keeps trying until the efforts are rewarded, else one
is tagged as lazy. Besides farming, there are opportunities that exist which when taken advantage of
can be used to take care of personal and other needs. Anyone who refuses to make good use of such
legitimate opportunities is frowned upon and not respected.

There is also a connection between truth and respect. According to Chuks (2020), truth-telling is
the most widely accepted concept in the religious practices of the adherents of African traditional
religion to overtly express the totality of the holiness and purity of a person and the divine. Chuks
(2020) has highlighted the point that elders are associated more with speaking the truth because of
their knowledge of proverbs and their experiences, and because they know the implications of not
speaking the truth with regard to individuals and communities. However, this article argues that truth
does not rest with the elders only, because the young members of the community also understand the
implications of not speaking the truth. Also, it is not all elders who speak the truth, otherwise, there
will be no such thing as an onye eziokwu “truthful person” since everyone is capable of speaking
the truth. Therefore, one can say that respect does not interfere with truth, in the sense that, even
when an elder is responsible for an evil deed or has told a lie, and it is known, the young ones do not
hesitate to expose it. Some non-Igbo people consider this disrespectful, however, it is not. Rather,
it shows how truth is valued. Truth promotes justice, fairness, equity, and equality, in the sense that

4 Not paying respect for one who is not industrious has another exception, such as those whose state of health prevents them from doing
hard work. Such people do not necessarily lose respect because they are unable to work hard, or do not have much to show for the little
work that they have done.
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anyone can speak up against what is wrong in the community, especially knowing that not speaking
the truth will negatively affect everyone. What this means is that in Igboland, anyone that speaks
the truth earns respect. It does not matter whether the person is young or old, a man or a woman.
Simply put, eldership or age and gender are not synonymous with truth; what matters is that the
truth is spoken and anyone that does is respected. If the truth is spoken by a young person, it is taken
seriously, and the young person is respected. By contrast, a lie spoken by an elder is not reckoned
with and the elder does not get respected. Also, given that there is no gender in truth, and that truth
remains truth no matter who utters it, it follows that a woman or a man is respected whenever they
speak truth, and disrespected when they do not.

Finally, on the point about truth and respect, there is a relationship between being truthful and
being just. Given the importance of truth for the Igbos, it is not surprising then that they exhibit
trust, enthusiasm and reliance towards a truthful person. This is partly because one who is a leader in
charge of anything in the community is expected to be just, and to be just requires that one adheres
to the tenets of truth. This point agrees with the Igbo maxim which states that ikpe ma onye eziokwu,
mara na aka-azy di ya. This means literally that if the outcome of any judgement is not in favour
of a truthful person, then one will know that the judge has been bribed. This goes on to show how
eziokwu “truth” and onye eziokwu “a truthful person, or one who speaks the truth” are looked upon
with high esteem and regard, such that even in a court of law, the expectation is that judgement
will favour them. When this is not the case, the Igbo believes that the guilty party, the opponent or
accuser of onye eziokwu must have bribed the judge or the elders to make them render judgement
in their favour. This act is frowned upon because whatever leads to the diversion of justice and
invariably truth is not viewed as virtuous.

Women or womanhood in Igbo society

We have already hinted in our discussion at the core values showing that women are shown respect
among the Igbos. Sometimes the respect given women may be based on their positions in society
as we see in Things Fall Apart how Nwakibie serves his first wife palm wine before the rest of his
wives; she does not have to be the eldest, rather her position as the first wife gave her the privilege
(Achebe 1958). Momoh has clearly noted that in the African world view, women are not accorded
less respect just because they are women, and that when women respect men or seem to be in a
subordinate relationship with them, it is generally because in most cases, men are always older than
women (Momoh 2000). Simply put, the woman’s respect for the man is never in respect of sex or
gender, but it is due to age or seniority (Momoh 2000).

Oyeéronke Oyéwumi (1997) seem to agree with the view that gender does not determine respect
and has argued that the Yoruba society was seniority-based and non-gendered before the West
transformed it into a male-dominant, gender-based belief system. She makes the point that women’s
position or their role and status (i.e., as a female in terms of being a girl, a mother, a woman, and as
a member of the community) in traditional or indigenous African societies are not static but flexible;
flexible in the sense that these vary with the social setting and circumstances (Oyéwumi 2002; see
also Oyéwumi 2005). Among the Igbo, as a mother, the woman is called nne or mama, and this is
often followed by the name of her child; for instance, nne Nkechi, that is Nkechi’s mother, or mama
Ejima, which means, mother of twins. This seems similar among the Yoruba people. In the Yoruba
language, iyd, which means mother, “is an honoured, spiritual category to which all well-being is
tied...and it implies leadership and power rather than oppression” (Lamont 2017, 348).

In furthering this point about respect for women, we will discuss some proverbs about women
and how they exhibit the notion that women are valued in Igboland. Some have argued that Igbo
proverbs are patriarchal and derogatory to women (Oha 1998). This is a view that must be taken
with some reservations, and we do not share such a view. As Oyéwumi (2005, 98) has opined, the
categorisation of male and female in the Yoruba cultural world view, and the former as superior
and the latter as inferior is a Western construct, and that such categories and views “are not free of
hierarchical associations and binary oppositions in which the male implies privilege and the female
subordination”. What Oyéwumi says here, particularly the point about superiority of men and
inferiority of women, seems to apply to Igbo society and helps us to question the sort of patriarchy
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that is being attributed to the Igbo people. Nkiru Uwechia Nzegwu (2006) has argued that Igbo
society prior to European colonialism was non-patriarchal and non-gendered, and was governed
by separate but interdependent political systems for men and women. According to her, colonial
laws, edicts and judicial institutions facilitated the creation of gender inequality in Igbo society.
She notes that there have been vast changes to the Igbo family in the last 150 years in response to a
bombardment of cultural forces. Nzegwu’s presentation, therefore, lays bare the possibility that in
“traditional” Igbo society, as in many other African societies, women are not treated as second-class
citizens or subordinated to men. Below, we present three proverbs that show respect for women, and
which are consistent with the claim that women are accorded respect, especially by reason of age,
eldership and for being women.

Nne nwata lota ahia, ¢ di ka nke ibe ya agaghi alp, which literally means “when a child’s mother
returns from the market, it appears as though other children’s mothers will not return”. Although
this proverb may not appear to speak directly to women being respected in Igboland by reason
of age, it does show that they are respected as mothers. This proverb shows the bond that exists
between a mother and her child, how a child depends on the mother and how the child expects a lot
from its mother. In the typical Igbo setting, when a mother goes to the market on any of the market
days, (eke, orie, afo na nkwo), the child waits, longs for her and looks forward to her return with
great expectation. This is because the mother brings with her some snacks, fruit, toys, clothing, etc.
Sometimes, after a mother’s return from the market, the child becomes impatient such that they take
the shopping bag and begin to search anxiously. They do not always exhibit such with their father,
which has made some feminists argue that this bond between a mother and her child only exists
when compared with or when put side by side with the male counterparts. Obododimma Oha (1998:
91-92) referred to a folk song which children usually sang in his attempt to show how the image of
a mother as a caregiver questions patriarchy.

Nne na-enye mgbe o ji agu

“Mother gives when I am hungry, that is at the right time”

Nna na-enye ma ogubiga

“Father gives when I’ve stopped being hungry, that is, he doesn’t respond promptly”
O gubiga o were weta ya

“When the hunger is over, he brings it”

This, one may say, does not reinforce patriarchy, and some might say that children are being taught
to take sides with their mother against their father. While this may not be true because of certain
factors which range from biological to psychological, it may be true in a sense. The biological
factor being referred to has to do with the bond that a woman forms with her child from conception,
throughout the pregnancy period, until delivery. After the child has been cleaned up, they are put
into the mother’s arms and from this point, the mother feeds the child, sometimes from the breast
and sometimes with baby formulae or food. As the child sucks on the mother’s nipple, they look at
her face, sometimes smile, and as an unfamiliar face tries to take the child from its mother, it lets out
a cry out of fear and continues to cry until it is back, safe in the mother’s arms. Also, when the child
is hungry or pressed, it cries, and as the mother attends to the child’s needs, the bond strengthens.
This biological factor gradually culminates in other psychological experiences where emotionally
the child learns to depend on its mother. In all of these, the child begins to see its mother as a saviour
and confidante. In general, the father is involved only to the extent that he chooses or agrees to. He
is not restricted or prohibited from forming a bond with his child, though some men view child care
as a woman'’s area of jurisdiction.

The second proverb is ugwu muta mgbaji ukwu, agadi nwanyi amuta o rigogide, o zue ike.
Literally, this means that when a hill learns to cause waist pain while being climbed, the old woman
also learns to stop and rest at some point before continuing climbing. This shows that as a woman
gets older, she becomes wiser, and as such, can proffer matching solutions to problems as they arise.
At first glance, this proverb may not have a direct connection with the point that we are trying to
demonstrate, however, it does have some connection. Contrary to some misconception that the Igbo
people have no regard for women, the proverb shows that respect is paid to women for their age
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as well as for the wisdom that comes with age. There is also an element of confidence, though not
pronounced, in the woman’s mental capacity, that she is able to tackle obstacles or big problems as
represented by the image of the hill. This may, however, only be in relation to the wisdom she is
expected to have and exhibit by reason of her age. It is noteworthy that this representation of women
and their value is in a culture where women (mistakenly, we must say) are said to be sometimes
referred to as children, or even of little or no importance.

Agadi nwanyi anaghi aka-nka n’egwu ¢ mara agba is the third proverb being looked at. This
proverb states that an old woman is never old in her mastered dance steps, or literarily, an old
woman is never old in the dance steps she has mastered very well. While not disputing the fact
that Igbo women may not be seen as having the same social standing as men (e.g. influence on
society, or decision-making in the community), this proverb shows that the importance of women is
recognised. They are not only recognised as being capable of making wise decisions or proffering
solutions to problems, as suggested by the second proverb above (about hill climbing), but also
recognised for having a good memory, such that no matter how old they may have become, their
memory is not negatively affected. This is exemplified by the dance steps that they may have learnt
when they were very young, and now in old age still remember and rejoice in the same dance steps.
This does not seem to us to be limited only to dance, but to other things and other areas of life.

Having looked at the last two proverbs that show a high regard for women because of their age
and wisdom, one may ask: why are women accorded respect only as mothers, wives and elders,
but not so much as babies or young girls, single mothers, unmarried women and widows in Igbo
culture? In response to this, we want to state that although Igbo people and some other cultural
groups in Africa may seem to treasure baby boys and tend to celebrate the birth of boys more than
girls, the place of the girl child cannot be overemphasised. The reason for the boy preference among
the Igbo people may be related to food security and not because of any inferiority of women. In fact,
if a family is dominated by male children, the couple, especially the woman, is often desperate to
become pregnant to have a female child. One of the reasons for this is found in certain beliefs the
Igbos have, which are reflected in certain social and cultural practices such as the names they bear,
as well as certain proverbs which reflect the importance of a person, in-laws (with emphasis on
one’s son-in-law) and omugwo (after birth care), which is strictly for women.

Taking them one after another, the Igbo people believe that nmadu ka-eji aka, “humans are
important, including women”. Again, there is the belief that every child is a gift from god, and
humans must accept the gift of god the way it is given, for no one can question Olisa or Chineke
(god, the creator). So, they give such names as Nke Chukwu Nyere, or Chinyere for short, or
Onyinye Chukwu. While Chinyere is a name given to women and means given by god, it shows
that the couple or the entire family might have been expecting a baby boy, but since a girl child
is born instead, she must be accepted, because she was given by god, as meant by the second
name, Onyinye Chukwu (god’s gift). This might mean that if god is not the source of the gift,
maybe something else, whatever it is, a girl child can be rejected. Again, there are instances where
the women perform better than the men and are accorded respect for achieving such feats. There
are even instances where some women are called Ome ka nwoke “man-like” and some men are
called ome ka nwanyi “woman-like”, such as Nwoye and Ezinma in Things Fall Apart. Okonkwo
wished that his daughter Ezinma was a boy because Nwoye, his first son, behaves like a woman,
while Ezinma behaves like a man (Achebe 1958). Some women are likened to a lion (ome ka-agu)
because of their great strength, and if anything happens where they are not able to use their strength,
it is said of them mkpakara akpado dike, “the strong one has been trapped”, referring to a hindrance,
for example, illness, as the trap.

Let us speak of the experience of one of us, whose mother was fondly called ome nwa (“a soft
or pampered child”) before she got married and afterwards was called agu nwanyi (“lioness”)
because the circumstances she met in her marriage did not allow her to remain a pampered child but
gave room for a transformation into what she was later called. This also shows that despite certain
circumstances, women can adjust and adapt to achieve whatever they set their minds to and are
respected for such. Along this line, it is important to state that the Igbo people place a lot of value
on marriage and accord respect to married people. The respect here is not only based on fulfilling a
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cultural demand, but because marriage is not meant for children; therefore, for anyone to be married,
she must have attained adulthood and be worthy of respect. If a single mother is not respected for
any reason, it is not because she is a woman or a single mother, but usually because of her character
or comportment, or being considered too young. Regarding the latter point, again, we see here the
issue of age being a factor of social organisation. However, if an unmarried woman’s pregnancy
results from rape, or where the man who was supposed to be responsible for the pregnancy refuses
to take responsibility, especially if most people can testify to the single mother’s good conduct, she
is not disregarded or disrespected because of this.

But one may ask: must a woman be of good conduct for her to earn any respect in Igboland? A
way of answering this question will be to say that a high premium is placed on good conduct among
the Igbo. Just as any form of misconduct is frowned upon, even by the law in certain cases, in the
same way, the Igbos frown upon bad behaviour whether it is done by a man or a woman. However,
the difference is that since there is this belief among the Igbo that character is the beauty of a woman
(agwa bu nma nwanyi), there is always a concern that a woman of bad conduct might not be able
to get married to a good and responsible man. This concern is as a result of the value placed on
marriage. Talking about good and bad character, any woman who steals, who is promiscuous, or
one with a “bad mouth” (tone who curses, abuses, slanders) usually has a problem getting a man
to marry her. Men also have their own disqualifications, such as stealing, laziness and promiscuity,
among others.

We now come to the practice of omugwo, or after birth care, which is one of the ways the value
of'a woman is shown. When a woman is delivered of a baby, her mother mostly — but in some cases
the mother-in-law or her aunt — goes to take care of her and her child until she is fully recovered
and strong enough to take care of herself and the family. During this period, the young mother is not
expected to do chores, but the visiting mother does almost everything, including bathing the baby,
massaging the young mother’s body and torso with hot water, preparing meals for the household,
and in particular, special meals for the young mother. The meals contain a lot of pepper (chillies),
and she is expected to eat it while it is still very hot to help bring back her strength and agility, as
well as facilitate the production of breast milk for the baby. The news of the arrival of the baby, the
departure of the woman to be with her daughter for about three months, and her arrival back to her
house after the pmugwo always brings great joy, rejoicing and laughter for the woman, her family
and the entire community. The case is not same with a woman who has only male children, for she
may not get the opportunity for omugwo.

For the woman who is not married, she is only blamed if her conduct leads to the reasons that she
is not married, but as she advances in age, she is accorded respect notwithstanding her not being
married. In a case where it is obvious that she will no longer marry, or she decides that for whatever
reason she does not want to be married, the woman is allowed to perform some ceremonies which
incorporate her into the umuada group where she is given the same treatment as other women who
are married. The umuada group is a group of women who are born into a particular community and
later got married. Some marry in the community, while some of them marry outside the community.
Members of this group are always consulted and their opinion sought (just like the elders in council),
whenever important matters, such as marriages, burial ceremonies, land or family disputes are to be
decided on. Thus, by integrating unmarried women into the umuada group, society allows them to
have and operate on the same status as their married counterparts.

Widows are not accorded any less respect in the Igbo culture, especially if the woman has no
hand in the death of her husband, and if she does not become wayward afterwards. Rather than
disrespecting her, people sympathise and empathise with her, and try to help her in any way possible,
to fill the gap created by the demise of her husband. They do these things to not make her feel like
leaving her present family to return to her parents, especially if she is still young. In Igbo traditional
society and in some parts of Igboland presently, any young widow is married by her husband’s
brother after her mourning period is over; this is called nkuchi. The man is expected to take care
of the woman and her children while the woman looks after the family. Sometimes, the widow’s
consent is not sought, but rather is expected to accept her brother-in-law and often is not allowed to
involve herself in extramarital affairs with whoever she may choose. However, the brother-in-law is
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forbidden from mistreating his late brother’s wife and in some cases is not allowed to marry another
wife. At present, nkuchi is no longer a strict cultural practice in many parts of Igboland, as the issue
of consent is being given a lot of consideration. Now women are allowed to decide whether they
want to remain widows or remarry, and if they choose the latter, they are the ones to decide who the
man would be. Some women opt to stay on their own and through their own earnings take care of
their children.

It therefore seems clear that the respect that is bestowed upon a woman appears to be based on her
age, comportment and achievements. But there is another instance in Igbo culture where a woman
is accorded respect, even as a young girl. This is the relationship that exists between nne ochie/
nna ochie and nwa-di-ala. Nne ochie is one’s grandmother, nna ochie means grandfather, while
nwa-di-ala means the child of a legitimate child/free born. Diala means “free born”, “legitimate”, or
“properly born” (Amalu et al. 2021). So, when a woman marries outside her birth community and
gives birth to children, and when the children visit their maternal home, they are the nwa-di-ala,
both male and female, while their uncles and all males born in their maternal home are the nna-ochie
(grandfather), and the aunts and all females born in that family are the nne-ochie (grandmother). In
some parts of Igboland, no matter how old, big, or influential a nwadiana may be, and no matter
how small or less influential the nneochie and nnaochie are, the nwadiana must bend or bow to
greet them, while they pat that one’s back. Being a woman here does not change this, because
as nneochie, a female may be ten years old, and a male nwadiana who is married with children,
will have to bow to greet her, while she smiles and pats him on the back or hugs him, whichever
she chooses. This does not mean that the elder is being disrespected or that the youngster is being
accorded an undeserved respect. Rather, we suggest that this illustrates that respect as a core value
among the Igbo is either earned in respect of certain factors or conditions, and may be accorded to
one by virtue of age, or as a cultural demand, despite age, sex and whatever one has achieved. This
goes against the erroneous view that only men, elders, or people who have accomplished great feats
are accorded respect in Igboland.

Some objections and responses

One objection that may be raised against what we have done so far is that the emphasis on these
core values places an undue pressure on people in modern society to act in certain ways to meet
the standard and/or the expectations of society. In line with this objection, one may even cite the
example of Unoka in Things Fall Apart who seems to be happy or has a happy life but is not
respected because he is poor and without many achievements (Achebe 1958). This made Okonkwo
ashamed in the community, and he worked hard to have some achievements that would enable
him to raise his face and open his mouth while others were speaking (Achebe 1958). One way of
responding to this objection is to say the pressure of social expectations is present in every society
and not just that of Igbo society and generally one is not forced to act, rather one is expected to take
ownership of one’s decisions and to be prepared to live with their consequences. Another response
will be for us to say that a life cannot be viewed as happy if the happiness is limited and inward
looking, namely a life that the person seems to ascribe to themself despite the impact of that person’s
life on others. Unoka was a debtor, and could not take care of his family because he had nothing
with which to do so. This had a lot of impact on Okonkwo, who had to start fending for his parents
and siblings from a very young age (Achebe 1958).

Someone who is sympathetic to Unoka may respond by saying that he did not deliberately and
intentionally live in debt or refuse to take care of his family (Achebe 1958). This will be true if we
judge an action or inaction as right or wrong based on the intention of the actor, as deontological
moral theories such as Kantian ethics would suggest. On this view, because he did not intend to
make his family suffer, or to burden his son with such responsibility of fending for his immediate
family at a tender age, one may say he has not acted wrongly. However, if the judgement is based
on the ethics of duty as African ethics generally suggest, then Unoka’s acts of laziness will be
wrong because he failed in his duty to take care of his family. And the evaluation from the ethics of
duty seems to be a much more plausible evaluation than a deontological one (based on intentions)
if we consider that even the gods challenged Unoka to go and work with his hands so that he can
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provide for his family, which is what is expected of every responsible man (for discussions of the
ethics of duty see Menkiti 1984 and Etieyibo 2000). Observance of rituals does not suffice for one
to discharge one’s responsibility or sense of duty towards one’s family, as we see Unoka going to
confront the gods, having sacrificed to them for a good harvest, but not cultivating the fertile land
(Achebe 1958). This shows clearly that one cannot be asking the gods to favour one when one has
failed in one’s duties. More so, there is a belief among the Igbo that in performing one’s duties, one
is doing the right thing, and this qualifies one for the intervention of the gods in case anything goes
wrong. This is shown in the maxim, onye kwe chi ya ekwe “if one says yes, the person’s chi will also
say yes”. This seems to be in contrast with the Hausa maxim, which says “bequeath to your son debt
rather than disgrace” (Kirk-Greene 1998, 125). This, however, does not mean that being a debtor is
less problematic in Hausa land than in Igb land, but rather shows, we think, that while bequeathing
debt to one’s offspring is not ideal, it is less ideal to bequeath them disgrace. However, the fact that
some indebtedness can lead to disgrace is something that may be considered by modern scholars in
the Hausa proverbs and world view as a reason to question the value of the above maxim.

Conclusion

In this essay, we have shown that the Igbo people have certain beliefs which form part of their
culture or cultural world view and which may be unique to them, or in some instances, shared
by others in Africa and the world. These beliefs have made them focus on or emphasise certain
core values such as industry or industriousness, respect or respectfulness, and truth or truthfulness.
We have discussed these values using some Igbo proverbs and aspects, ideas and inferences from
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart to show not just their importance, but the way they play out among the
Igbo people in relation to sex and gender, on the one hand, and eldership or age and seniority, on
the other.

We hope our discussion has helped to place into context what may be mistaken concerning the
view that women are treated as second-class citizens in Igboland (see Chikwelu 2017; Mmadike
2014). The suggestion is that women are respected by reason of their age, the wisdom which comes
with age, and for being women. Given the place of eldership in Igbo culture, we talked about the
two categories of elders as a way of demonstrating that elders are respected for their age, but that
those who are irresponsible are generally not respected as such. Respect is also paid to the young,
especially those who have made great strides and achieved great feats. While women are respected
for their age, for being mothers, for the wisdom that comes with their age and in the nna-ochie/
nne-ochie cum nwadiana relationships, we have shown that all females are respected regardless of
age, achievement and status.

Finally, we want to make some remarks which respond in a roundabout way to some objections
raised by two anonymous reviewers. The first is that what we have done suggests that practices like
the preference for male children in Igboland may not necessarily be an indication that Igbo culture is
patriarchal, and that the context of such a preference has to be taken into account. In the context of
Things Fall Apart, we are interested in food security as part of the overriding concern and context.
Regarding contemporary Igbo society, there may be different reasons for the preference for male
children. Given that our motivation in the article is to uncover certain values from the Igbo cultural
world view, our interest is to steer clear of specific practices, but rather to focus on the ideal as
suggested by these values.

The second is that following what we just said, someone may accuse us of attempting to paint the
Igbo culture as perfect and may say that we really have not presented any criticisms against it. In
a sense that is true. What we present in this article are some ideal values among the Igbo without
any claim to the fact that everyone follows or practises the ideal. Practices may differ from the
ideal, but it does not change what the ideal is. In a sense, we are less concerned with the “what is”,
namely how people behave and/or specific practices (what one might call a descriptive presentation
or standpoint) and more with what the values are or prescribe (what we may call a prescriptive
standpoint). Along this line, we have not criticised the ideal. Not because we are trying to present it
as perfect, but because that is the direction that we have decided to take the article: first to uncover
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ideas and nuggets that we think present themselves in terms of certain values in Igboland, and to
curate these in discussions of the larger issues of women and marginalisation.
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