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The political and religious roles of the Efik women in pre-
colonial Calabar have not received the attention they deserve in the
adrvittedly still meagre scholarship on Old Calabar. Although political
and religious life in pre-colonial Calabar seems to have been
controlled by the men, women, nevertheless, played vital roles. They
contributed significantly to the destiny of the Efik people through the
period of migration, settlement, and consolidation of Efik identity.

This paper intends to show the political and religious roles of

the Efik women in pre-colonial Calabar and how they helped to shape -

the present destiny of the Efik people.

THE POLITICAL ROLE OF THE EFIK WOMEN IN PRE-COLONIAL
CALABAR

(a) MIGRATION STORY:

According to one tradition, the Efik people once lived in Uruan
in Ibibioland despite series of conflicts between the Efik and the
Ibibio. But the quarrel between an Efik woman, Abasi. and, an Ibibio
woman, Qtung Ema over a broken axe incited the sudden movement
of the Efik people from Ibibioland to their present settlements in
Creek Town and the Calabar mainland.' Although the quarrel
between the two women was not with the intention of causing any
political upheaval, yet it led to the taking of a far reaching political
decision by Efik men. Following this quarrel, the Efik decided to leave
Ibibioland for elsewhere. This exodus is seen by many scholars as a
major political decision which has given the Efik people a gifferent
political and social identity from their Ibibio neighbours. Thus, the pre-
colonial Efik women indirectly contributed to the politicat and social
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identity of the present Efik community.

(b) LEADERSHIP

In some rare cases, Efik women assumed leadership roles
particularly as heads of Efik families, villages and households, owning
vast plantations both in Calabar and Akpabuyo. In the absence of an
heir, they inherited these roles frem their fathers. Notable examples
of Efik women who grew up to assume leadership roles in Calabar
were Affiong Umo Edem Ekpo Effiom Okoho, popularly known as
Queen Duke; Uduak Bassey Duke; Effiom Efio Ene Eyo also known
as Arit Iko; and Mrs. Archibong {Obuma) mother of King Archibong !
of Duke town. Since these women were outstanding pre-colonial
figures among women-folk, there is need fo discuss their activities in
Calabar as this will go a long way in illuminating further the
contributions of Efik women at this time to the political development
of the people.

(i) QUEEN DUKE? - 1888

: Affiong Umo Edem Ekpo Effiom Okoho (Queen Duke) was
one of the most outstanding political figures of her time. Although her
date of birth is not known, what is certain is that she was the
daughter of Umo Edem, the head of Umo Edem lineage in Akpabuyo
- an Efik farm settlement.

. Being the first female child of her parents, she was called
Mma Adiaha meaning first daughter. She alsc eamed the name Umo
Anwan from her father since he had no male issue.” In addition to
these pet names, the name Queen Duke was given to her by the
European traders who saw in her such qualities as royalty, elegance,
grandeur, towering physique as well as the air of magnificene and
celebrity which surrounded hér personality.®

Since Mma Adiaha was young when her father died, she was
not responsible enough to assume the headship of her father's
ineage. Ekpenyong Offiong Okoho (Eyamba V) acted as regent until
she grew up.*

Mma Adiaha's reign was one of peace and improved
relationship with her neighbours. She improved Umo Edem family
relations with the Efut and Qua living in Calabar Municipality, and with

" Otung in Creek Town. This improved relationsdhip came as a resuit
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of marriage alliances between the people of Umo Edem lineage and
the already mentioned groups. According to Efut, Qua and Otung
traditions, she acquired extensive farmlands like Ndeng and Okure
Inwang.” Mma Adiaha also founded villages like Anwa Enang Umo
Edem,Ekpene Ikot Umo Edem, Nyomo idibi tkot Umo, Esuk Mbat
Umo Edem, lkot Akwa Umo Edem and so on® Anocther great
achievement of Mma Adiaha was in her ability to maintain the
independence of her lineage through Mbiam, an oath which conferred
autonomy on Umo Edem family as a full pledged entity in Duke
House.”

In addition, she ensured the political stability of Umo Edem
lineage by founding the Akpan Abasi, a male secret society which
carried out executive functions in almost all the villages of the
lineage.® Tradition also maintains that women's play, Qkom, which
provides the link between the women of tkot Umo in Calabar and
other people of the lineage in Akpabuyo, was founded by Mma
Adiaha. Indeed her reign has been described as one of "empire
building".®

As already mentioned, the name Queen Duke was given her
by English traders for her pomp and pageantry. She is invoked at
libation and remembered in folklore and tales. Perhaps her
realisation of her natural appeal explains why the Queen often left her
breasts bare; Eba Mama: Mama's breasts is today the catchword for
Akpan Abasi initiates. As a testimony to Mma Adiaha's influence, it
has been obseived that Umo Edem family or lineage which was

formally in the name of her father, now answers Umo Edem- Queen
Duke family. "

Mma Adiaha Um» Edem's name has been immortilized not
only in Akpabuyo,but also in Calabar where a street off the present
Goldie Street still bears her name. Significantly, also, an enlarged
picture of herself adomns the palace of the Obong of Calabar.

Adiaha Umo Edem died in 1888 without an heir. The
circumstances surounding her death are obscure though tradition
ctaims that she died of shock. However, Queen Duke will forever be
remember as one whose political contributions serve as a source of
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inspiration to Efik women.

i BASSEY DUKE ,
e zlchl;ﬁ;(h not much has been written on Madam Uduqk Bassey
Duke, the district Officer's Report of 1924 recogmged this femalet
personage as the village head of Ifiang Orok, an Efik settlement a
1 .
&I;Fc’iaabmu&uak was said to have inherited this village agter the deatkh
of its village head, Chief Bassey Duke - her brother. .iﬂ_ang %ro ,
also known as Ifiang King Duke was %nce a very flour_|sh|ng vi Oa\g:
and about the largest when in its prime. ™~ She also inherited kot Oro
village from Chief Bassey Duke's mother although there were sce)zes
of land disputes over ownership between lkot Orok and kot Okon

Ndem. /

EFFIOM EFIO ENE EYO _
- Madam Effiom Efio Ene Eyo, generally known as Arit ko, was
the recognised head of the Ene Eyo family of Duke House at the

. beginning of the twentieth century.

i i lity and intelligence,
Described as a woman of considerable persona
she was said to have inherited this headship and ruled over the Ene
Eyo family villages among which were lkot Ene Abakot and lkot Epﬁ
Ikot Adiaha, the latter being one of the most prosperous and ric

villages."

i ONG (OBUMA ‘ .
) MR%n‘:ech}:rl\Be most(outstand)ing female figures in pre-oo!om_al
Calabar was Mrs. Archibong, mother of King Archibong l wp_o died lg
1852. Obuma was said to have possessed both p_oht:ca! an

economic prowess. She was well respected and fegred in the tlown,
and cogymanded a lot of influence. Mrs. Archlbong had argef
plantations both in Calabar and Akpabuyo with a large m_:m_bqro
slaves working on them. An eye witness and a Reverend \'\mss*.lzonmryf
stationed at Calabar, Rev. Anderson, sta_ted that on the 1 th :
January 1854, when he went on an excursion up the Qua River, he
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noticed that at a small creek, about a mile below Esuk (Obutong
(Obutong Beach),

there existed two new cottages, the inhabitants of
which are employed in clearing ground for a new
plantation. The people, houses, and the plantation
(which is to be) belong to Obuma, the mother of the
late King Archibong of Duke Town.'®

Reverend Hope Waddel, in his book,_Twenty Nine Years in
the Indies and Central Africa. gave his readers an insight into Mrs.

Archibong's personality and influence in Duke Town (Otd Calabar).
She was said to have maintained political control particularly when
the men of Duke Town went to war. In 1846 when Duke Town went
to war against Umon, the women led by Mrs Archibong acted as the
police of the town.

Describing her as "a lady of age and rank", Hope Waddel noted that
she was the gouvemnante, and that "a black man dare not walk the
streets"." She organised the women who marched around the whole
town carrying with them sword bearers, drums and colours. For
several days these women paraded themseives as the caretakers of
the town.

Mrs. Archibong's leadership role even became more
pronounced at the death of her son, King Archibong I. She became
more influencial and "seemed to reign as queen of the town"."” She
not only assumed political control, but on her orders subjected, her
daughters in law to the poisonous 'Esere’ bean trial, accusing them
of kiling her son through witchcraft. Obuma went against the law by
putting many slaves to death for the deceased king. Ironically, she
vehemeirtly refused to be tried, and when called upon, threatened to
blow up Duke Town with gun powder."® She actually prepared to carry
out her threat by assemblying six casks of gun powder that were in
her house.™

‘ Indeed, there was great fear and pandemonium in the whole
town and among the supercargoes; Obuma had held the town to
ransom. This was the kind of power Mrs. Archibong wielded.
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THE RELIGIOUS ROLE

The role and status of women in traditional African religion
cannot be over-emphasised. Dorothy Talbot and John Mbiti in their
different works have illustrated this. According to Dorothy Talbot,

In the old, old days ... women were more powerful
than the men, for to them the mysteries of the god
and of secret things were made known.”

Similarly, John Mbit illustrates his view point with the following words:

In"traditional African life, the women play a significant
role in the religious activities of society. One of the
areas where this role is prominent is in offering
prayers for their families in particular and their
communities in general.”’

Mbiti also acknowledges the dynamic role of women as mediums. he
asserts that:

In many areas there were (and still are) women
priests (priestesses). Almost every where in Africa the
mediums (who are so important in traditional medical
practice) are nearly always women.”

The situations described above also applied to women in pre-
colonial Calabar society. It is important to note that in spite of the
limitations of wormen and the prejudices against them during the pre-
colonial times, women in pre-colonial Calabar played very significant
roles in the traditional religion of the society.

In pre-colonial Calabar, there was (and still is) the existence
of one supreme God, Abasi,who was worshipped through an
intermeditary deity, Ndem Efik (Water deity). Ndem Efik was Efik
tutelar sea deity, which was conceived of in feminine terms. The
monarch of the divinity was a woman by name Ekanyin (Our Divine
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Mother), who, it is believed, when consulted by specialists gives
blessings to the people and children to the barren.”* There were
other lesser deities Efik people reverred. these inciuded Anansa,
Iboku-Anwan, Akpa Uyok and so on.

In order to serve and appease these deties, there was the
need for priests and priestesses to offer the prescribed sacrifices. In
the distribution of these priestly assignments, traditional Efik religion
did not discriminate between men and women.?* 1t is at this point that
the importance of women was greatly perceived. As priestesses of
Ndem, these women made sacrifices to_Ndem Efik on behalf of the
town, in order to cileanse the land as to ensure prosperity, fertility,
success and protection of the community.

Ndem women or priestesses also participated in the political |

life of pre-colonial (and even present day) Calabar, particularly
through their role in the coronation of the Qbong, the traditional,
religious and political head of the Efik people. In this case, there
were some aspects of the ceremony which were assigned to women
and in which they featured prominently. For example, the Ndem
women had the honour of announcing the choice and coronation of
a new Efik monarch as confimed by the water deity. The
importance of Ndem in the ceremony lay in the protection of the
would-be monarch against evil spirits.

Apart from the activities of Ndem priestesses during the
coronation procedures, women from the various Efik royal houses

always have a part to play. Itis the responsibility of a princess from .

the Ntiero branch of the house of Edem Effiom Ekpo at Duke Town
to sprinkle the ascending Obong with water to purify and make him
calm.?® Another princess from Mbarakom in Creek Town annoints
the Obong's head with oil as a sign of being the chosen one® Itis
the responsibility of the women to carry out these roles because in
Efik tradition women are seen as symbols of peace.

Women were also assigned specified roles at the death of the
Obong. Before the enthronement of a new Obong, the death of his
predecessor must be announced publicly after it had been kept secret
for some months. It is at this point that the political and social
relevance of Efik women is perceived. The women perform the public
mouming or_Eyet Anwa which starts in the moming with the sounding
of a talking drum from the top of the roof of the late Obong's house

and the central Ekpe shrine.” A procession of women led by the
deceased Obong's frist daughter, Adiaha-Obong. wearing a live
chicken around her neck and singing a dirge, takes off from the
Palace into the town, calling on her father and other ancestral spirits
to guide and protect them in their endeavours.® The women go -
round the town, lamenting and singing praises of the late Obong and
retumn to the palace at about eleven (11.00) O'clock in the moming.
They also recite Ase or the eulogy around the town, announcing the
death of the Obong: with their hair plaited in a traditional manner,
adoming the long Efik gown, Onyonvo, and holding a plate of native
chalk, ndom , on their left hands, they move in a long procession with
one of them reciting the praises of the deceased ruler through a
talking trumpet while another beats the gong slowly. This is done in
the day time, between, three O'clock and six O'clock so that all wouid
listen to the encomiums being poured on the late ruler.”®  Acasual
observer may classify the part played by the women in the funeral
ceremony under socials. Such an assertion, however, would amount
to a negation of the underlying significance of the entire mouming
ceremony, to the Efik. This mouming ceremony marks a watershed

"between the revelation of the death of a late Obong, the traditional

monarch of the Efik people, and the enthronement of a new one. iIn
view of the importance the people of Calabar attach to the mouming
ceremony of their political and religious leader, it is clear that, without
this ceremony, a new Obong could not be appointed. Furthermore,
the ceremony would be incomplete if the women did not perform their

roles as highlighted in_Eyet Awan and 'Ase’

CONCLUSION "

There is no gainsaying that pre-colonial women in Calabar
were dynamic and participated directly or indirectly in the affairs of the
community, be they political or religious. Although they were never
made kings or Obong, of Calabar, some of these women rose to
positions of leadership as heads of families, houses or Efik villages.
Affiong Umo Edem (Queen Duke), Uduak Bassey Duke and Effiong
Ene Eyo were women that fell into this category. Efik women also
made their mark especially in the coronation and funeral obsequies
of the Obong through the important roles assigned to them, and in
order to ensure the successful coronation of an Obong these roles
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had to be performed. Furthermore, as Ndem priestesses, the Obong

could not function without these women. It was through Ndem

priestesses that sacrifices were made for the cleansing of the land
and the success of important occasions. indeed these women
(priestesses) were the link between the Calabar community headed
by Obong on the one hand, and the Efik tutelar deity on the other
hand; between the natural and the supernatural.

It is thus clear that Efik women were very dynamic, in other
words, active participants in the politics and religious of pre-colonial
Calabar. In a society where political, social and religious roles were
closely interwoven and intertwined, Efik women could be said to have
been critical for the effective functioning of Efik polity in the pre-
colonial period.
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