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Abstract 
This article examines the role of women in Resource Control Disputes in Ikwerre 

traditional society of North Eastern Niger Delta, with a view to finding out how 

successful women had been in this matter over the years. Through oral interviews 

some leading women and men from the area, the writer’s personal observations 

of some scenes of such disputes resolution and outcomes as well as some academic 

publications on women endeavours in such matters. The functionalism theory of 

Emile Durkheim et al was used to appraise the functional relevance of women 

especially in Ikwerre traditional society which ordinarily is male chauvinistic. The 

findings of this study among other things reveals that women seem even more 

successful in resolving resource control related disputes of land ownership, 

industries and multi-national oil companies and host communities disputes and 

inter and intra community disputes. Hence we recommend that the traditional 

Ikwerre society should rethink about those socio-cultural inhibitions they placed 

on women which had limited their development hitherto because they are 

functionally relevant. 
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Introduction 

In Ikwerre traditional society, issues that concerns land are linked to the assumptions that 

men, as heads of households controls and manage it. This implies the ideas that women 

are incapable of effectively manage productive resources such as land because of the belief 

that they will be “lost to another family” in the event of marriage by the girl-child. As a 

result of this, women are denied access to resources such as land which happens to be the 

Ikwerre major traditional heritage.  This no doubt this has been a crucial factor in reducing 

women’s economic viability. But as unfortunate as this may sound, delving into 

discussions that pertains to women’s rights to own properties such as land will be a topic 

for another day. Our interest on this matter, however, stems from the fact that land 

ownership is a key to a living standard of life of economic independence. Within this 
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context, it has been observed that over the year, there have been many problems of 

resource control bordering on land among the Ikwerre people who by natural endowment 

as occupants of the upland of Rivers State have such lands in abundance. Unfortunately, 

of recent, it seems that the availability of the commodity has reached its diminishing state 

as it is no longer sufficient since its owners took to the habit of selling it off to buyers at 

exorbitant price or even with peanuts either out of breed or to enable them to take care of 

certain financial needs. This has led to several disputes over land ownership, fights leading 

to deaths and countless court litigations over land matters; brothers against brothers, 

fathers against their male children, one community against another. These disputes have 

reached a stage where without women’s interventions as it is happening nowadays in most 

Ikwerre traditional villages, death and catastrophe will be inevitable. The women in 

Ikwerre traditional society, apart from being from being their husbands supports at home 

n dint he farm as well as bearing and nurturing children, another major role they play in 

the society is being peace makers. They are often consulted in times of disputes and wars 

to make peace among men when issues that concerns land are raised. This discuss centered 

on the examination of the role of women in settling disputes on land and other matters in 

Ikwerre traditional society. 

 

Who are the Ikwerre? 

Ikwerre people are an ethnic group with well over 1,390,895 persons from the 2006 census 

(NPC, 2008) is one of the major tribes of Rivers State, made up of people generally well 

informed, good looking, strong, highly intelligent and clean (Tasie, 2008).  They are not a 

subgroup of any known tribe in Nigeria, but rather stand as an autonomous entity. Ikwerre 

society has land and water boundaries with other ethnic groups in Rivers State and Imo 

State. Similarly, the northern part of Ikwerre starts from Omerelu while the southern part 

has boundary with the Kalabari/Ijaw, on the north; it is bounded by Imo State on the north-

east with the Etches, Eleme and Tai Local Government Areas, at the north-west with 

Abua/Odual Local Government Area (Tasie, 2008).  

 

The Ikwerre society proudly addresses themselves with the coinage or pseudonym as 

Iwhuruonha, (proper natives) to differentiate themselves from overwhelming strangers 

leaving in their society. Furthermore, the Ikwerre society spread across 4 Local 

Government Areas of Rivers State, namely the Port Harcourt Local Government Area, the 

Ikwerre Local Government Area, the Obio/Akpor Local Government Area and the 

Emohua Local Government Area and they are made up of eight kingdoms via: Apara, Evo, 

Akpor, Rebisi, Risimini, Esila, and Ishimbam. The Ikwerre people occupy majority of the 

space in the upland and this gives them the opportunity to be urbanized. The Ikwerre are 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No. 1 March, 2021 
 

The Role of Women in Resource Control Disputes in Ikwerre Traditional    177 

predominantly farmers and because of their urbanized nature they also engage in trading 

and artisan works too.  

 

Additionally, the Ikwerre people are generally religious people. Like in most African 

communities, they practice the three major religions in existence in Nigeria which are 

Christianity, Islam, and the African Traditional Religion with the Islamic religion as the 

least popular due to its late arrival in Ikwerre society. Deductively, Ikwerre society is 

strategically located as a capital territory, administrative base, and economic nerve centre, 

industrial area, highly built up area, highly populated area and high level of commercial 

activities in Rivers State where the presence of farming activity and exploration of crude 

oil can be visibly seen. Hence, there is no doubt the Ikwerre society plays substantial in 

contributing to the economic development and viability of Rivers State to justify the state’s 

acronym as “The Treasure Base of the Nation” it is important to add that the Ikwerre 

society like most traditional societies in Nigeria and African setting has a culture that is 

patriarchal in nature. This patriarchal nature of Ikwerre culture accounts for women 

disposition to totally and inevitably submit to the authority of men. This could 

consequently be adduced to be the reason why only men re allowed the ownership of 

important resource commodities such as land. 

  

Women in Ikwerre Traditional Thought-Form  

In the traditional Ikwerre society, women were not heard, seen or recognized by their 

male folk due to the following reasons: 

 

Male/Son Preference: In Ikwerre traditional society, son preference is prevalent just as it 

is in many cultures across Africa. Its prevalence is as a result of the belief that the presence 

of a male child serves as a sign of continuity of the family name of which is of great 

importance to Africans. Any family that has only female children is therefore considered 

a lost family as no one will bear the family name to posterity.  

 

Lack of Recognition: The traditional Ikwerre woman had no identity of her own. She was 

only recognized through her father if he is wealthy as the daughter of so, so and so or 

through her husband if he was wealthy and influential as the wife of so, so and so. Her 

name and achievements as an independent human being was not heard nor known. 

 

They were not to be heard: In Ikwerre traditional society, women were not allowed 

audience in public places, especially where men are gathered. They are to keep quiet and 

any attempt to air their views on any matter on discussion attracts some level of sanction 
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or is tantamount to payment of fix fines. In most cases, they will have to solicit the help of 

a family kinsman to speak on their behalf in the gathering of elders. 

 

They are as Flippant as Birds: The traditional Ikwerre woman was believed to be free with 

words. She was regarded as one who lacked the ability to control her tongue. Keeping 

secrets is an impossible task with her. It was for this reason that she was denied access in 

to the gathering of men. 

 

They were used for Collaterals: Blessing Eddie-Amadi (oral interview) posits that in 

Ikwerre traditional society, a woman born into poor homes was at the risk of being used 

for collaterals when money is being owed by the family. Either as a wife to a rich husband 

that she didn’t choose or as a slave to a wealthy family in exchange for money, and so it 

was common to hear fathers call their daughters such names as Nyewerebuakwu (woman is 

wealth) Ego (money). 

 

Don’ts and Taboos were imposed on them: The traditional Ikwerre woman had a lot of 

don’ts and taboos hedged on her by the Ikwerre society. The Ikwerre society is rife with 

many restrictions for women such that a woman must however trade very cautiously in 

order not to fall victim of numerous traps set for her by the society. Few examples of such 

taboos will be cited here. One of such taboos is the climbing of trees. An Ikwerre girl of 

puberty age is forbidden to climb trees for fear of the earth seeing her private part. Women 

are forbidden from eating a cock that crows at the wee hour of the night between 7pm to 

lam. Another taboo hedged on women is that they cannot sing while cooking for their 

husbands as this is seen as an act of indiscipline. She is not to cook for her husband when 

in her monthly period, not allowed to eat kite (egbe), not allowed to eat Nkita anya (dog 

slaughtered at funeral ritual), not allowed to break kola-nut when men are around no 

matter how old the men are, cannot pour libation no matter how advanced in age they are. 

In fact, the list is endless. 

 

They were illiterates: The traditional Ikwerre woman was not allowed to go to school 

because she was believed to be more useful to her family at home engaging in all the 

household chores- clearing, fetching water, cooking, washing clothes, grinding, that’s all 

she was good for. Best in the farm, or in the market raising money to feed her family, help 

train her brothers in school or raise money to marry wives for her brothers or to build 

houses that will accommodate her entire family. In the farm, or in the market raising 

money to feed her family, help train her brothers in school or raise money to marry wives 

for her brothers or to build houses that will accommodate the entire family. 
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They are not to be involved with land matters: the law of inheritance is patrilineal which 

restricts the willing of land to the male, children and women are not entitled to land, or 

allowed to be involved in the sharing of it much less in the selling or partake in the 

proceeds of the sales. Simply put, they had no right to inheritance but they can be inherited. 

Chief James Amadi (oral interview) says “it is forbidden for an inheritance to inherit 

anything whatsoever”. But in all of these, they are often called upon to make peace in times 

of land disputes among siblings or in the community even after they have been given out 

in marriage. 

 

They are peacemakers: women in both traditional and contemporary Ikwerre societies are 

recognized as arbiters, peace brokers and enforcers. Although Ikwerre society is highly 

patriarchal, women play better roles in peace making than men because they are always 

more lenient and objective in settling disputes than their male counterparts.  

 

Traditional Roles of Ikwerre Women in Disputes Settlements.  

Over the years women in Ikwerre society have developed ways of resolving conflicts and 

promoting peace. They organize themselves in groups based on the notion of Omurinya 

(“the daughters of the clan who are married within and outside the community”) while in 

their marital homes, they are referred to as Nwere-nzi (co-wives)who usually meet from 

when the need arises to foster peace within the nuclear and extended family, the clan and 

the community at large. Omurinya enjoy and exercise remarkable power in their natal 

homes as peace makers, keepers and builders because of the immunity they enjoy as 

“daughters of the soil”. The unique roles played by the Omurinyas in reconciliation 

processes in the family, clan and community will be discussed as follows.  

 

Domestic Disputes Involving her Male Siblings and their Parents:  

Usually in most homes, the relationship that exists between male siblings and their parents 

often times become sour due to high expectations of them by their parents or at times when 

the male try to extend their chauvinist tendencies beyond the naturally acceptable limits, 

it often leads to unhealthy rivalry and fracas between them and their parents especially the 

male parent. Men have been known to wield so much power and ego which most times 

culminates to pride as a result of which makes them quite intolerant to issues that threatens 

their exalted positions in the home. It has often been noticed that when cases such as have 

been described here occurs, it takes the prompt and timely intervention of women 

(mothers, wives and sisters) to make peace in order to forestall unforeseen negative 

occurrence for the unity and safety of the members of the household. 
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Disputes Over Land Matters in the Immediate Extended Family: 

Like in the nuclear family, land disputes in the immediate extended family attract the 

attention of the Ikwerre women for peaceful resolution on the part of the omurinya, 

elenwere-nzi and other women of influence within that extended family or kin. 

 

The fact that women are naturally inclined towards peace cannot be overemphasized. They 

are characterized as gentle, maternal and nurturing compared to their male counterparts 

who seen to have propensity for impatience, intolerant, violence and conflict. While 

women prefer dialogue in addressing their matters, men prefer solving conflicts by being 

physical as they feel this is the only way to ease off their aggression. Because of many 

multi-national oil companies and industries cited in Ikwerre communities, the Ikwerre 

people now realize the value of land and hence there are claims and counter claims over 

land ownership leading to members of families quarrelling over who gets what land as to 

become land-lords of these companies.  And so, when issues of land disputes arise among 

male siblings in a home, it often requires the timely intervention of women, their female 

siblings, to broker peace amongst them because if left to themselves, they will all die off by 

killing themselves through summoning one another to local and distant shrine like 

Amadioha Ozuzu (Traditional Deity) of Etche or Igwekala (Traditional Deity) of Umunneoha 

of Imo State or worse still through endless litigations, police actions, court processes, or 

even Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SAARS) interventions, which involves spending money 

that would have been used for other development ventures in the family. 

 

Disputes Over Land Matters of their Lager Compound Members (Kinsmen) or the entire 

Village Members: As we observed earlier, Ikwerre women are remarkable in being able 

to organize themselves as Omurinya and Elenwere-nzi around their natal and matrimonial 

communities in times of conflicts that are pertained to land. They use organized platforms 

to take actions against any erring members of the community kinsfolk or member who is 

sometimes going too far in their grievances in land matters to summoning the kinsmen to 

come for settlement. In their capacity as omurinya and elenwere-nzi whatever decree they 

issue in their natal or matrimonial communities stands and it is often respected by the 

kinsmen who are in disputes.  

 

Intra and Inter-Community Disputes 

Similarly, there are spates of intra and inter-community disputes especially over land 

ownership disputes in the traditional Ikwerre society. When the male folk were usually 

involved and engaged in land disputes and exhausted their energies in an attempt to reach 

an agreement over land matters to no avail, they remember the power of women. At this 

point they will invite the women folk from the communities in disputes, whether the 
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omurinya or elenwere-nzi to intervene for them or else they would have no kinsmen or 

husband left alive as the male would have eliminated themselves through litigation or 

even out right murder or through sorcery by way of poisoning themselves diabolically. 

The leaders or volunteered leaders among themselves and fix an agreed date to come for 

settlement of the land disputes. By this time, they will request all the disputants to 

withdraw all pending matters from the court and the shrines of divinities where they had 

summoned one another before and seek for effective ways to broker peace in the 

communities. Through this process, women have been known to have restored peace once 

again in such Ikwerre communities. 

 

Women’s Role in Resolving Disputes between Host Communities and Multi-National 

Oil Companies, Industries and Government Agencies in Ikwerre Society 

As a matter of fact, this type of dispute is becoming more rampant in recent times. As we 

noted earlier, there are many multi-national oil companies, industrial estates and 

government establishment cited all over Ikwerre land. These companies and government 

agencies pay some huge amount of money to Ikwerre land-lords as agreed before they 

commenced operating their companies or government agencies. Sometimes, the 

companies or government agencies sign a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with 

their Ikwerre host communities on what to pay or do for them. But unfortunately, at times, 

these companies/government agencies renege on the terms of agreement or MOU which 

usually leads to series of disagreements between the companies/government agencies and 

their host land-lords/communities. Sometimes, the host communities will charge the 

companies/government agency concerned to court for settlement. Most times, court 

verdict for the offending company/government agency gets flouted with impunity. When 

this happens, the community males in the attempt to make the company/government 

agency pay what was agree to pay or do for the host communities as agree in the MOU o 

no avail due to the stubbornness of the companies/government agencies, the Ikwerre males 

at this point will mobilize their females, both those married outside or within their 

communities and the unmarried ones to protest against the offending companies and 

government agencies. When the women have been formally invited, they will then 

mobilize themselves and on an agreed date, they will then dress up in attire suggestive for 

an aggrieved person seeking for attention. They will thus besiege the 

company’s/government agency’s gates singing and chanting war songs daring to do as 

agreed or come out and kill them alongside their male folks. In such cases, the women will 

refuse to go back to their houses, sometimes cooking and eating at the 

company’s/government agency’s gate. All these are to attract the offending 

company/government agency and members of the public, who may care to listen to their 

complain/protest. Some of the women will be dressed half-naked and some would sit on 
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the ground at the company’s/government agency’s gate with their buttocks which 

ordinarily is an abomination in Ikwerre land, signifying that something serious has 

happened to the land. 

 

Over the years, this method of dispute settlement has worked as the erring company/ 

government agencies will be forced to do the needful for the host communities to avoid 

further embarrassment for their company/agencies and the loses they incur in the number 

of days their company’s/agency’s gate will be besieged without work/production. The 

company/agency will proceed to placate the women, beg them to leave their company gate, 

and promising to behave themselves henceforth. However, it is usually impossible for 

these companies/agencies to deal with the women in the same stubbornness and force 

meted out to the men because (1) the general public will condemn their actions against 

hapless women. (2) The Nigerian Constitution is against all forms of violence against 

women. (3) In African societies, it is a shameful thing for a man to exercise his masculine 

prowess on women, rather, let the powerful man do so against a fellow man. It is because 

of this natural advantage women have that makes their male folk in Ikwerre society, to 

always solicit for their intervention against erring companies/government agencies. 

Lingering cases companies/government agencies and host communities have been 

resolved through this medium by the women. This is what makes women functionally 

relevant in Ikwerre society. Furthermore, in an oral interview with Beatrice Wada 

Wogunka a reference was made to how Ikwerre women were used by Ikwerre men to 

intervene over the Elele land dispute that ensued between them and the Arochukwu 

people of Abia State during the military regime of the former military governor of Rivers 

State Col Zamani Lekwot. It was gathered that when approached by the men to intervene 

on the matter as all efforts made by them as men have proved abortive. Ikwerre women 

by the way of protest mobilized themselves with lady Julie Owhondah and Hannah 

Aguma leading them, picked representatives from different communities in Ikwerre 

society and went on a peaceful protest to the government house. By this time, the women 

representatives chosen had lined up from Rumuokoro Junction down to Elele community 

and refused to go back home for one full day, chanting traditional war songs that portray 

their grievances over the land matter at hand. This action by the women no doubt attracted 

the attention of the governor to heed to their plight and the land issue was resolved. 

 

Again, in an oral interview, Wellington Wotogbe-Weneka narrated how women were used 

by Ikwerre Development Association (IDA) an Ikwerre Socio-cultural association he 

belongs to for debt recovery. The IDA in their wisdom set up a debt recovery taskforce led 

by a woman Blessing Eddie Amadi-Onu who was a onetime secretary of IDA. They went 

to the houses of the male debtors to ask them to pay up the debt owed by each of them to 
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the association. In Ikwerre society, it is a shameful thing for women to come in their 

number to a man’s house for debt collection. The embarrassment this brings can cause the 

male debtors to go borrowing if he does not have the money just to pay up what was owed. 

The debt recovery taskforce set up by the IDA was successful because women were 

involved. This is because ordinarily, it will be embarrassing to say “no” to women in such 

a case, and unlike the case of a male debt recovery team, women will not be easily beaten 

up by men when on such a mission. The women have been naturally endowed by God 

with a subtle but very effective power to resolve disputes in Ikwerre society, which shows 

how functionally relevant women are in Ikwerre society. This is how women have been 

used in Ikwerre society to resolve many resource control related disputes for their male 

counterparts in the society; even in present times. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has shown how relevant the women of Ikwere are in resolving resource control 

related disputes in Ikwerre society, even in the 21st century in spite of modernity. This has 

been demonstrated in this paper in their roles in settling disputes involving their male 

siblings and their parents, disputes over land maters in the immediate nuclear family, intra 

and inter-community disputes and disputes with host communities and multi-national oil 

companies, industries and government agencies. 

 

On the basis of the above, it is my recommendation that the traditional Ikwerre society 

should rethink their traditional notion of women as sexually inferior to their male 

counterparts simply because they are women or give them equal rights even in land matter 

so as to enhance their development in modern society. 
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