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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to examine gender and rural economic relations of the Nrobo of
Southeastern Nigeria. Specifically, the study was designed to examine the subsistence strategies, gendered
role patterns and gender gaps in economic relations of the Nrobo.
Design/methodology/approach – This study used ethnographic methods of participant observation –
adopting chitchatting and semi-structured interviews. Also, focus group discussion (FGD) was used to cross-
check the validity of data from the other instrument.
Findings – This study found among other things, that although there is still verbal expression of gendered
roles division, it does not mirror what actually obtains in society, except bio-social roles. Ideological
superiority of men reflects the patrilineal kinship arrangement of society. Theoretically, some of the
hypotheses of gender inequality theory were disputed for lack of adequate explanation of gender and
economic relations in an egalitarian-reflected society such as Nrobo.
Originality/value – This study, to the best of my knowledge, is the first attempt to ethnographically
examine gender and economic relations among this group. As such it adds to the corpus of ethnographies on
the Igbo of Southeastern Nigeria.

Keywords Gender, Gender inequality, Ethnographic method, Gender and economic relations,
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Introduction
Issues of gender inequality have been extensively explored in relation to contemporary
Western and non-Western multicultural societies. The relationship between men and
women in the economic nexus seems to impair women and subject them to little access to
factors of production, which in turn limits women production potentials. For instance, the
United Nations Development Programme (2018) sees gender inequality as one of the highest
obstacles to human development. The implication is that the average human development
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index (HDI) for women is 6% lower than that of men and as such, countries in the low
development category suffer the widest gaps.

First is the gender development index (GDI), which reports female and male
achievements in the basic dimensions of human development. Across the world, the average
HDI value for women (0.705) is 5.9% lower than that for men (0.749). Much of the gap is due
to women’s lower income and educational attainment in many countries. The gender gap is
widest in low human development countries, where the average HDI value is 13.8% lower
for women than for men (UNDP, 2018).

Gender relations, especially economic and political, among the Igbo of Nigeria attracted
the attention of professional ethnographers following British colonization of Nigeria. Leith-
Ross (1965) narrates the equality of the sexes is so marked in “Ibo-land” [sic]. Lugard, the
first colonial Governor-General of Nigeria, in a foreword to Leith-Ross’s book stated that the
power that women wielded in traditional Igbo society was remarkable. Leith-Ross actually
expressed fear that the Igbo contact with the European practices through colonization and
Christianity was bound to affect the autochthonous Igbo gender relations adversely.
Amadiume (1997) suspects that the entire Igbo was once matriarchal at the level of power
relations. McCall (2000) recalls that among the Ohafia, women wielded enormous economic
power and can achieve whatever they want through hard work. Agbasiere (2001) also
narrates how women are unavoidably present in Igbo life and thought. Furthermore,
Equiano (1988) in a publication that was first made in 1789 recounts that those activities,
especially economic and political, into which contemporary Western societies have begun
admitting women were already open to Igbo women of his days.

Nsugbe (1974), states that Forde and Jones have described the Igbo as a single people,
because of the broad similarities of their culture. However, he argues that to stress these
cultural similarities might lead one to underestimate the differences, which a close study of
the main groupings of the “Ibo” [sic] discloses. When therefore the “Ibo” is discussed, based
on these groupings, such differences as those of dialect and social institutions become much
more significant.

Floyd (1969), in his geographical review of Eastern Nigerian has identified Nrobo as a
part of Nsukka culture division. However, the study did not explore gender and economic
relations among the Nrobo. Considering the above, there seems to be a knowledge gap on
gender and economic relations of the Nrobo. Furthermore, there has not been any attempt, to
the best of my knowledge, to conduct a participant observation among this rural society,
amid acculturation. Drawing from functionalism, this study sets to fill this gap by
attempting to interrogate, ethnographically, gender and economic relationships among the
Nrobo. Furthermore, it explores if subsistence strategies of the Nrobo-aided gender polarity
or otherwise, especially with reality to earlier ethnographic studies among other Igbo
groups. This study was designed to examine the subsistence strategies, gendered role
patterns and gender gaps in the economic relations of the Nrobo.

I begin my discussion with an overview of relevant literature on gender and economic
relations. I then look at the methods of data collection and analysis. Then I present and
discuss the findings of this study. Finally, I examine the theoretical and practical
implications of the findings.

Literature review
Cook (2007) notes that gender relations refer to complex, culturally and historically specific
social systems that organize and regulate interactions between women and men, as well as
their relative social value. Gender relations simultaneously encompass ideas, practices,
representations and identities that pertain to gender. Because gender is often misunderstood
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as being the study of women and femininity only, strictly, gender relations focus on the
relationships between masculinity, the valuation of women and men and their relative
access to, and control of resources.

As a social system, gender relations are a central organizing principle of society that
govern, in part, processes of production, reproduction, consumption and the distribution of
resources (Cook, 2007). Gender relations do not operate in isolation but are influenced and
shaped by other systems that organize social interactions between groups of people,
including the economy.

Michelle Rosaldo (as cited in Lamphere, 2007) states that although there is a great deal of
cross-cultural variability in men and women’s roles there is a pervasive, universal
asymmetry between gender categories. She notes that the striking and surprising thing is
the fact that male, as opposed to female activities are always recognized as predominantly
important, and cultural systems give authority and value to the roles and activities of men.
What needs to say here, however, is her generalization. This generalization is only a
conjecture that may not be supported across cultures. The meanings these societies she
selected attach to these gender roles need a careful and exhaustive investigation to unravel
the emic connotation of such divisions.

Michelle Rosaldo (as cited in Lamphere, 2007) emphasizes that not only were there
differential evaluations of women activities, but everywhere men have some authority over
women. That they have culturally legitimated the right to women subordination and
compliance.

Rosaldo’s generalization may fail to the test generated by ethnographic evidence. For
example, McCall (2000) demonstrates that Ohafia is a matrilineal society and women are in
control. There may also be a society where the value of men is reduced to mere agents of
impregnation. However, the case of absolute matriarchy may be found elsewhere. Even in
some patriarchal societies, men are objects of ridicule (Green, 1964).

It is often claimed that women do most of the world’s work and this may be true, but
there is in fact little evidence for this claim (Baden and Goetz, 1998). The actual amount of
work done overall, and the proportions carried out by men and women, respectively, may
vary enormously (Benería, 1982). However, it is indisputable that the received models of
thinking about work andmaterial flows often obscured women’s work and its importance.

There is a further issue here: what is named and counted as work within the society? Just
as women’s work inside the home was frequently uncounted as real work in Western
capitalist systems, so what is counted locally as work may also intersect with indigenous
gender categories to exclude certain kinds of activities (Narotzky, 1997). In most societies, a
division of labour is legitimated and reinforced by ideological and cultural constructs, and
gender divisions form a significant part of such divisions: sexual divisions of labour are
frequently based on naturalized ideas of such work (Narotzky, 1997: 30). It is not surprising
that unremunerated “women’s work” in many societies, such as the work of caring for
children, family members and housework, is not counted in contemporary national
statistics.

These insights have been useful to archaeologists trying to reconstruct the history of
economic activities in the widest sense. While extrapolating to the past is always
problematic, the documentation of contemporary gatherers’ and hunters’ actual food-
gathering practices suggested that the image of “man the hunter” (Lee and DeVore, 1968)
both past and present, has been misleading. Women’s gathering and trapping of small
game, for example, has been shown to contribute significant number of calories in many
gathering and hunting societies observed by anthropologists over the years (Sahlins, 1972;
Harris, 1984; Hill and Hurtado, 1996; Lee, 2013).
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Several pioneering studies of women’s economic activities have been particularly
influential. The economist Boserup’s (1989) Women’s role in economic development, and
anthropologist Goody’s (1976) Production and reproduction, contrasted African and Asian
systems of rural production to explore the links between the importance of women’s labour
for subsistence, technologies of production and property holding and types of marriage and
kinship systems. Both ultimately saw the motors of change in technologies of production,
rather than in relations of production. Boserup, very problematically, argued for integrating
women into development, whereas her critics would respond that women were already fully
integrated, but overlooked. Meillassoux’s (1981) Maidens, meal and money concentrated on
the relations of reproduction within what he calls the “domestic agricultural community.”
Drawing on West African examples where residence is with the husband (patrilocal,
virilocal) and young men depend on their fathers for access to resources, he argued that such
relations of reproduction play an important part in reproducing economic systems. He saw
lineage elders’ control of women’s (and young men’s) labour as key in reproducing society.
Some anthropologists were enthusiastic about this, seeing it as a way to bring gender firmly
into discussions of the development and reproduction of economic systems. Nevertheless,
critics felt that he conflated biological and social reproduction, and ignored domestic labour
(Edholm et al., 1977; Harris and Young, 1981; Moore, 1988). Ethnographic studies of the
sexual division of labour have helped us see the wide variations in such divisions, and the
ways in which a society may have an “official” version of its sexual division of labour, while
in fact presenting different patterns in practice. Thus, in rural Malaysia, Stivens (1996)
found that actual productive practices among smallholding villagers did not follow
ideologies of men’s and women’s work very strictly, varying with demographic, ecological
and economic conditions. Villagers said, for example, that hoeing the rice fields, and tapping
rubber was men’s work and planting was women’s work, yet mixed sex groups could be
observed in most activities. Here, in the 1970s and 1980s, it could be suggested that the
supposedly fixed sexual division of labour was breaking down under the strains of a
declining village economy heading into oblivion as industrialization and out-migration grew
apace (Stivens, 1996). However, it is also possible that practices were always more flexible
than ideology suggested.

Methods
Population and sample size
The latest population census in Nigeria is the 2006 population census. The researcher
worked with the 2006 census, which gave Nrobo a total population of 7,715, with a
population projection of 9,715 in 2016 (National Population Commission, 2007). Samples for
qualitative studies are generally much smaller than those used in quantitative studies.
Ritchie et al. (2003) provide reasons for this. There is a point of diminishing returns to a
qualitative sample, that is, as the study goes on, more data does not necessarily lead to more
information (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). This is when the collection of new data does not shed
any further light on the issue under investigation. Researchers in qualitative studies use
saturation as a guiding principle during their data collection. In a study to determine how
many interviews that are needed to identify metathemes in multisited and cross-cultural
research, Hagaman and Wutich (2017) found that 16 or fewer interviews were enough to
identify common themes from sites with relatively homogeneous groups. A total of 23 semi-
structured interviews were conducted. The major questions asked were the following. What
are the subsistence strategies of the Nrobo?What are the gendered role patterns of economic
relations of the Nrobo?What are the gendered gaps in economic relations of the Nrobo?
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Focus group discussion (FGD), sample size was 18. The sample was gender-balanced.
That was, nine women and nine men constituted the sample. The sample was drawn
purposively from men and women, for 70 years and above. The participants were enlisted
through personal contacts. The criteria for enlisting the participant were based on age,
gender and consistency in the community.

Participant observation
My fieldwork among the Nrobo began with a pilot study that began in June 2015. This
lasted for two months, that is, from 20 June 2015 to 22 August 2015. However, I fully settled
in the Community on 5 September 2015. My fieldwork was planned in a way that enabled
me to leave for the field every Wednesday and return every Monday morning to continue
with my duties at Paul University, where I work. My fieldwork ended on 25 August 2016.

The researcher engaged participant observation as the main instrument of data
collection in this study. Participant observation is an important tool in ethnography
(Okpoko and Ezeh, 2011). Babbie (2005) equated participant observation to field research
and discussed four different positions on a continuum of roles that field researchers may
play in this regard: complete participant, participant-as-observer, observer-as-participant
and complete observer. Because of ethical and scientific considerations (Ugwu, 2017), the
researcher used participant-as-observer variant of participant observation in this study.
Here, the research intention was disclosed to the participants andmembers of the society.

Various participant observation strategies, including conversations on a selected topic,
daily chitchat, which helps maintain rapport, and provides knowledge about what is going
on, and prolonged interviews, that were unstructured were used. Also, Ember et al. (2007)
state that the essential part of the participant-observation process is finding some
knowledgeable persons that are willing to work with the ethnographer, to help interpret what
the ethnographer observes and tell him/her about aspects of the culture that he/she may not
have chance to see or may not be entitled to see. These types of people are known as
informants. Fortunately, formal methods have been developed to help select the most
knowledgeable informants. One such method is called the “cultural consensus model,” which
relies on the principle that those things that most informants agree on are probably cultural.

My research assistant was from the community. He was appropriate for the task because
he had finished his ordinary national diploma program at one of the high institutions at
Enugu. Therefore, with that level of education and proper guidance on what I needed; he
was very enterprising. Also, with the help of my research assistant, informants
knowledgeable in the area of data I was collecting, were selected. A set of questions ranging
from gender roles in the family to economic activities were asked to a selected number of
elderly women and men. This was done to understand what is cultural among the group,
using cultural consensus models (Ember et al., 2007; Bernard, 2006). Using this procedure,
two persons were selected, a man and a woman. The male informant is 84 years old, while
the female informant is 81 years old. I did that to ensure that the informants were gender-
balanced. These persons were regularly visited for more insights on data generated through
chitchat and related observation.

During my fieldwork, I tried hard to live in the present with all events of interest to the
research. Social events such as funerals, marriage ceremonies, market, and so on, were well
attended. In some cases, I hunted with some hunters, went to the farm with my host family
and helped during harvests. Regularly, I attended market (as it is the theatre of social and
economic activities), which is conducted every four days of the week.
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Focus group discussion (FGD)
The researcher used FGD, as a supplementary method to triangulate the data collected
during the study. Okpoko and Ezeh (2011) state that there was no agreed number of
participants or FGD sessions but all depended on the funding and research objectives.
Following that, the researcher conducted three group sessions of six participants each. The
participants are those who have attained the age of 60 years and above. The first group was
made up of three men and three women. The second group was made up of six men and the
third group, six women. That choice was made because of funding and staffing. Besides,
there was an FGD guide, structured in themes. However, open-ended questions were used to
solicit information from the study participants during the sessions.

Conducting a FGD was a big challenge. The first attempt to conduct the FGD was
unsuccessful because the participants were absent. We were supposed to meet on a Sunday
evening, 3.00 p.m. We waited but at a stage, my assistant suggested that we check on them
to know why they were unable to come, even when we took time to remind them the
previous day, and as such, all agreed that Sunday was a better day. Finally, we could only
get one of them who told us that she was not feeling fine. I sympathized with her and I
pleaded for another opportunity. When we got back to the venue, the father of my research
assistant, who was supposed to be one of the participants, was there. The venue was right
behind his house. He asked me how I thought that the plan would work when I had not
specified to themwhat they stood to get for offering their time. I explained to him how it was
not proper to promise them of anything, as that would influence their participation.
However, he insisted that if I wanted to achieve results, there was the need to make
provisions for time compensation even in the form of refreshment. I agreed with him to
make provisions for refreshment after the FGD session.

He asked me about the identities of those I had invited, and I told him. He told me that he
could not get to them immediately but promised to invite them the next Saturday, by
4:00 p.m. and that if I wanted, he would facilitate the two other sessions on Sunday between
12:00 and 4:00 p.m. That seemed a perfect arrangement to me and I accepted the plan.

I returned to Awka on Monday morning to make other arrangements that would permit
my absence from my work. On Wednesday, I went back to start the preparation. I met the
man and he assured me he would not fail.

On Saturday, around 3:30, I was there with my research assistant fully prepared for the
session. Finally, we started by 4:15 p.m. When the session was going on, I found out that
women were not vocal. They were not as free as the men in responding to the questions. I
later contacted one of the women who told me that I should have arranged their own
separately. I related that to the father of my research assistant who told me that it was
normal but could not explain why. However, he assured me that the Sunday sessions would
be arranged separately. We finished with refreshments and I thanked them for their time,
and they pledged their support any time.

On Sunday, we were ready by 11:40 a.m. First session started by 12:08 p.m., with the
men. The second session started by 3:15 p.m., with the women. All went successfully at last.
In addition, refreshment followed each session.

Analysis
Data analysis began with the collection of data. Daily field experiences are recorded, sorted
for meaning and the researcher coded and grouped the data obtained after each fieldwork to
prepare for further field activities. The coding is descriptive, as it suits ethnographic
research (Saldaña, 2013). Summarily, analysis of data obtained from participant observation
started with deducting excerpts from field notes and tapes, categorization of excerpts into
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common and uncommon facts. Next is sorting and analysis of facts based on different
objectives of the research and writing up the report.

To examine the validity and reliability of the research findings, and of the researcher’s
interpretation of them, the researcher consulted those who participated in the research. The
cultural consultants acted as judges, evaluating the findings of the study. Furthermore, FGD
sessions were conducted at the end of the data collection to help cross-check the validity and
reliability of the data collected from other instruments.

Because the focus group sessions were conducted via mixed languages, and data were
transcribed and translated to English. Codes were given to the translations based on
similarities and differences. The reports were organized under themes, reflecting the
objectives of the study. I compared and contrasted one group session with another, in terms
of gender category, and finally aligning the result with that obtained from other
instruments.

The report is conducted in a way that allows weaving of the data obtained from all
instruments into the narrative. Nevertheless, where a detailed quotation is done, the source
is always disclosed.

Findings
The findings of this study as presented below are reflections from my participant
observation among the society. The narrative is presented in a descriptive manner reflecting
lived experiences.

Farming
Farming is the prestige occupation for both men and women. In agricultural production,
men grow ji (yams) in varying species, prevalent of which are Dioscorea rotundata and
Dioscorea alata, and ọkpa, Vigna subterranean (earthpea). Yam is seen as a prestige crop
among the Nrobo. Yams are associated with various supernatural sanctions; they are
symbols of human fertility, and they represent wealth in ceremonial activities. Nrobo
women grow ogodo (manioc), but nkasị, Colocasia esculenta (cocoyams, taro), azịzị, Zea mays
(maize) are grown by both men and women, and “small crops”: gourds, groundnuts, squash,
beans and various leaf crops, are grown by women. However, livestock farming is not a
gendered work.

Farming has been identified as one of the predominant economic activities among Nrobo
women. The four days of the Igbo week alternate between farm and market days, and
almost all women both farm and buy and sell in the market. There is a considerable range of
variation in both the scale of farming and the extent of market trade. Both depend on the
amount of farmland available to a woman and on individual factors such as physical
strength, skill in farming and trade, personal ambition and childbirth. Her rights to the use
of farmland are obtained through her husband, since her crops, with the exception of
cassava, are grown on the edges of, and between the mounds, in which her husband’s yams
are planted. Cassava is either planted in yam heaps after the yams are harvested or grown in
separate plots devoted to that crop alone. The amount of farmland a woman may use during
a given season is largely a function of her husband’s standing in relation to landholding
groups with which he is associated and his personal initiative in dealing with them. A
woman may farm more land than has been assigned to her by her husband if she can afford
to rent it. Some husbands rent land for their wives’ cassava crops, but they are not under
obligation to do so.

The palm products processing is of minor importance, in contrast to many Igbo
communities to the south and west. Men tapped palm-wine, while women processed palm
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oil. However, those women whose husbands are in the position of onyịshị uṃuṇna (clan
heads), are always advantaged in palm oil processing since all the palm trees under the
husband’s control are taken care of by the wife. In the words of a widow, whose husband
had been clan head before his death:

When my husband was alive, he was the head of the clan and was in charge of the clan land. I
was in control of all the palm trees on the land. All the palm oil I take to the market and the one
we use for cooking come from it. However, since my husband died all have changed. Another
person has taken over (female, 82 years).

In addition, women pick and process uḳpaa, Irvingia gabonensis, popularly known as ọgbọnọ
among the Igbo. Somemarried women who are not from Nrobo refer to this as ibe ohoyi.

Fishing and hunting
Fishing and hunting are important sources of income among few men of the villages. There
are categories of hunters ranging from those who use local guns to those who use ọkpaa, a
wooden stick with pointed sharp iron at one end of the stick and ordinary stick. Hunting is
done in groups and they go as long as the boundary between Enugu State and Kogi State.
The hunted animals either are used for family feeding or are sold to women who cut in sizes
and cook them for resale. It is ironic to say that hunters sell to the women and still buy the
same from them.

In the case of fishing, the Nrobo has no river of its own. However, the men also go as far
as Abbi to fish in the river marking the boundary between Enugu State and Kogi State. This
River, Eshị Avuṛug̣e, belongs to Kogi State. However, fishing is always done in the rainy
season when the water level is high. Below is a reflection from one of the participant’s
accounts.

We fish in the rainy season. We go as long as Eshi Avuruge, which belongs to Kogi. We go in
groups all the time to avoid unforeseen challenges. Some who know how to fish, others will hunt
for bush animals. But hunting is profitable during the dry season (male, 34 years) (Plate 1).

Trading
Both men and women conduct local trade in markets in or near Nrobo. Men sell yams, meat
and various kinds of diffused goods; women sell their surplus farm crops, clay pots of their
own manufacture, fresh and dried fish, poultry and eggs, salt, rice, cooked foods and
sometimes other goods such as kerosene or soap. Long-distance trade in fish and yams from
the Nrobo area and other cities of eastern Nigeria is the exclusive province of men. Nrobo
women are discouraged from engaging in this trade, except in pots, and the few who have

Plate 1.
Some cane rats

hunted by Nrobo men
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attempted it have stopped after a short time. This seems to be associated with women’s lack
of wealth for trading capital, the restrictions placed on their mobility by their household
economic responsibilities and controls exerted over them by themen of Nrobo.

Since it is not customary for a man to give his wife money with which to start trade, a
woman usually begins trading with a slender margin of her agricultural surplus, and
perhaps from clay pots she has made. Savings from the sale of agricultural surplus helps her
to acquire sufficient trading capital to buy goods wholesale that are resold in retails. Before
now, it is generally only the older women, largely freed from the duties of childbearing and
child caring that are able to trade outside the Nrobo. Nevertheless, trade is of great
importance in the eyes of Nrobo women. Not only does it represent a means of acquiring
economic independence and possibly wealth, both of which are highly valued by the Nrobo
but also because a market day is a welcome break from the toll and monotony of farming
and household tasks (Plate 2).

Before and presently many Nrobo women do not see themselves as full-time traders, able
and ambitious women may increase their market profits by taking advantage of price
differentials within the local market network. One central market known as Orie, which is
conducted every four days, serves all the Nrobo villages, while several people sell within the
comfort of their house all the other days of the week. In addition, there are numbers of
central markets within neighbouring communities and other smaller markets within a
radius of ten or fifteen miles of Nrobo. In certain of the outlying ones, products such as
yams, cassava and clay pots cost more than in Nrobo, where prices tend to be slightly lower.
In addition, this gives the Nrobo women the advantage of making profit.

Certain products, either grown on farms or purchased in a market, are processed for sale
by Nrobo women. These include prepared foods, the most important of which are garị or
arịbọ (cassava meal), ọkpape (peanuts) grown or bought in bulk and roasted, rice bought
wholesale in an area where it is plentiful and then sold locally and tobacco bought in “ropes”
and ground into snuff. In both these types of trade, profit is obtained at the expense of
considerable exertion: carrying loads long distances, processing the materials to be sold or
both.

Another method of making profit from market sales is the purchase of goods in quantity
for resale in small amounts. Akpọkọ, (chili peppers) Capsicum annuum, egushi, (calabash
seeds) Lagenaria siceraria, ịshe (dried crayfish) and ịyịrịyị azu(̣small pieces of dried fish used
in soup), are bought in large quantity and resold by the English cigarette tinful – a fairly
standard measure for Nigerian markets – or by the measure of the lid of the cigarette tin, as
in the case of ịyịrịyị azu ̣. Such trade requires a greater initial outlay and is thus closed to
women who do not have the resources to buy goods in quantity. Some women may be
helped to undertake this type of trade by a husband or a male relative who is a professional
trader, or several womenmay pool their resources to buy a sack of crayfish or iced fish.

Plate 2.
Preparation for long-
distance trade in pot,
processed cassava
and other items
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As in the case of farming, the factors of physical strength and personal ambition are
important to a female trader’s success. Since the only practical means of travel between
Nrobo and most of the neighbouring markets are on foot and since goods are transported in
head loads, both these qualities are necessary to success. Though most Nrobo are
accustomed to walking distances up to 15 miles or more in a day, they live in hilly country,
and some of the terrain is rugged, particularly that between Nrobo and Edem, Abbị or
Ibagwa Nkwọ, which seem to offer some of the better trading opportunities. Though
opportunities for the acquisition of wealth are available, there is no shortcut to success.

Success or failure of market trade may depend on other factors. One is the trader’s choice
of commodity and the markets at which she will buy and sell. Though the prevailing prices
of the different goods in the various markets within walking distance of Nrobo are well
known, an alert trader may take advantage of seasonal variations. For example, during the
dry season when oranges are scarce, they sell for higher prices at surrounding markets,
while at Nrobo they sell at lower prices. Another factor is the effectiveness of a trader’s
salesmanship and of her interpersonal relations in general. Since many people may be
selling the same commodity in the same market at the same time and at the same price,
personal ties such as friendship and membership in the same kinship, residence or
association groupmay also be important in a buyer’s choice of which seller to patronize.

The Nrobo do not seem to have any other well-developed system of holding food
products against periods of scarcity, except the clay pots and the barns. There is little doubt
that women traders understand the advantages of such a practice, but they emphasize quick
turnover of commodities bought and sold.

However, many Nrobo women sell cassava meal, clay pot, and so on, at Nkwọ Ibagwa,
Eke Abbị and Ahọ Edem, where the market for it is better than in Nrobo during the famine
period. Nkwọ Ibagwa is a market situated at Ibagwa-Eka community, in Igbo-Eze South
Local Government Area and Ahọ Edem is a market in Edem community, in Nsukka Local
Government Area, while Eke Abbị is a market in Abbị community in Uzọ-Uwanị Local
Government Area, all in Enugu state. All of these markets hold according to the Igbo market
name given after them. For example, Nkwọ Ibagwa holds on nkwọ day, and so on. These
markets are important because they are more open to contact than Orie Nrobo. One woman
maintained that she went to Eke Abbị each market day during this period because she was
“hard up and must earn food money then” – “m nwọnyị ne-eje n eke Abbị ashuạ n”ile maka
mkpa ego ne nri.” (I go to Eke Abbi every market day because of the need for money and
food). Though this may seem uneconomic, there are several reasons for it. First, the season
at which the highest prices are obtainable for staple foods is also the season of greatest
farming activities. Since frequent weeding of crops is necessary, and a woman must
cultivate her own crops and also weed her husband’s yams, the burden of heavy farm work,
plus the necessity of walking as much as six or seven miles each way between village and
farm, precludes active participation in market trade. Second, the rains make the road path
between Nrobo and other neighbouring communities very difficult during this time.

Crafts
Clay pot making is the third major economic activity of Nrobo women. Although the
women are seen to be specialists in clay pot making, the clay used in making the pots is
dug out by the men. The clay is bought in bags with prices ranging from ₦200 to ₦500
per bag (Plate 3).

Before now, Nrobo women did not learn to make clay pots until they marry, but
thereafter the majority time is spent in making pots during the dry season, when farming
duties are relatively light. Motivation is almost wholly economic. One elderly woman, when
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asked why she made clay pots, replied, “So I will not die of hunger.” Another explained,
“Hunger forces me to do so.” However, some younger women do not make clay pots, giving
various reasons for this: having lived away from Nrobo during the time when they would
ordinarily have learned to make them, failure in their attempts to learn pottery techniques,
or the feeling that they can earn more from other activities.

Besides the few clay pots that they keep for household use, women usually sell their best
clay pots wholesale to long-distance traders. Some women sell their clay pots as soon as they
are made, while others save some as a reserve fund for emergencies (Plate 4).

Blacksmithing, mortar making and mask making are exclusive crafts for men.
Blacksmithing and mortar making are hard jobs that demand more physical strength for
success. As a result, few men are in these crafts. For instance, throughout my stay in the
community I was able to interact with only one blacksmith and one mortar maker. Apart
from physical strength, both craft works require creative ability for success.

Mask making is also another exclusive craft for men. This might be because men
controlled the supernatural sphere and masked spirits are said to be agents of the
supernatural. Even though I was not able to witness any person performing this craft, I was
told that it is a seasonal craft.

Nrobo women also embark on dressmaking and mending of clothes by machine and
midwifery. Since a woman becomes a traditional birth attendant and herbalist, (medicine
woman), only through a complex process of supernatural revelation, few women are thus
employed. This occupation is more rewarding in prestige than in financial remuneration.

Medicine men (herbalists) are more pronounced in their pursuit of reward than women
are. Like women, the men also become herbalists and diviners through a complex process of

Plate 4.
Researcher with a
pot-maker: photo by
Geoffrey Ugwu

Plate 3.
Researcher with clay-
digger and women
who are buying clay
at Umuoyo hill
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spiritual revelation. Although some men may like to learn this practice, many of them have
been unsuccessful.

Basket making is said to be a craft that everyone can venture in, irrespective of gendered
categories. However, my stay in the community confirmed only a few males, some of them
very young, who are in this craft. As in the case of other crafts, creative ability is also very
necessary for a person’s success.

Gender roles in the family
The division of labour is chiefly by sex. Responsibility for the support of the household is divided
between husband and wife. It is expected that women have the responsibility of child bearing
and rearing. It is common to hear women and men say, “nwonyenye a nug̣uẹjezị azu[̣woman does
not go far],” “he ne ehe uṃuṇtịrị [they take care of children].”The husband is supposed to provide
sufficient yams for the needs of his wife and children during the period when yams are plentiful,
from September through January or February, and to give her meat or fish at the time of
festivals. The wife is supposed to provide the staple root crops from approximately February to
September and salt, palm oil, peppers, and other vegetable crops throughout the year.

Within the polygynous family, the division of labour is according to the component
elementary families; economic cooperation between wives of the same husband is minimal.
Not only do husband and wife farm their crops separately, but also each owns the crops he/
she produces. The wife’s right to keep the profits from her own production and trade over
and above her contribution to the maintenance of the household is of basic importance to the
economic status of women generally. Though Nrobo says that a husband may demand that
his wife give him her market profits, this seldom occurs.

Discussion
From the findings, a close look at the subsistence activities of the Nrobo shows that the
society is still an agricultural economy. Although there are few skilled workers, they always
take their farm work as primary. This compares with what Ottenberg (1970) found among
the Afikpo and what Green (1964) found among the Umeke Agbaja. This means that the
change is not as rapid as one would have anticipated using these ethnographies of other
Igbo groups as bases for comparison for such a long period.

The traditional gender pattern of economic relation of the Nrobo follows an ideological
pattern that permits the division of labour between men and women when compared with
what Amadiume (1997) found among the Nnobi. This is rooted in the explanation that some
works are more suited for women and others for men. However, when one looks at the
situation on ground, it does not follow that ideology. This is because, from what were
observed, both women and men partake in some activities deemed fit for either men or
women. For example, women identified that it was their duty to take care of the children but
men are left with this function whenever women are engaged in other tasks elsewhere.
Furthermore, men have been associated with those tasks that demand more physical
strength such as tilling of land for crop production. However, many times I have seen few
women do this. This actually follows functionalists’ explanations that the roles in society
must be filled up for the efficient running of the society. When men are lacking in their
ability to perform their roles, women see those roles fall on them and vice versa. While some
do that to cover up for imminent shame, others do that as a matter of necessity.

Among the Nrobo, women perform more subsistence tasks and are not actually
complaining about this. This also compares with what Green (1964) found among the
Umeke Agbaja where men admitted that women even feed them. The times problems arise
are when men who do not live up to their expectations, misbehave, especially when they get
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drunk with their wives’ money. Even though women contribute greatly to subsistence
economic activities, they are not flouting the authority of their husbands. This supports the
explanation by cultural feminist, which extols the positive aspects of feminine personality.
Margaret Fuller, Jane Adams, proponents of the theory, argued that in the governing of the
state, society needed such women virtues as hardworking, cooperation, caring, pacifism and
nonviolence in the settlement of conflicts (Ritzer and Stepnisky, 2014).

The task of identifying the gnosis, underlying gendered gap requires us to discursively,
enter the landscape of Nrobo itself. We will begin with what most of the women always say.
“Ke nwonyeke ahale ne nya tuạru ̣nwonyenye [male child is valued more than the female
child].” The Nrobo believe that no matter how small a male child is; he is rated above female.
The ideal of the superiority of men over women is backed by men’s controls over land and
the supernatural. This is explicit in the words of many Nrobo women, “He le eri anyị [men
control land].” “Me he bu ̣nu ̣whu ̣oshekere ohe [men also are custodians of ohe deity],”
“Nwonyenye a nuṇịgị abuạtamamaa [women are not custodians of deities]”.

However, when compared with Ohafịa, land is controlled by matrilineal groups. Also,
McCall (2000) has demonstrated ethnographically using the case of Nne Uko, an Ohafịa
woman whose gender was transformed following her masculine achievements, that roles are
not gender-specific. Nne Uko had risen from her prowess in masculine activities and even
married two wives. She had large bans of yam and was even admitted to ekpe society,
thought to be exclusive to men. She became known in her community by dike nwamị, a term
that translates “warrior woman” among them. She also rose to the position of priestess of
her matrilineage’s ududu shrine.

However, Nrobo men react differently. In their words, “ego ọ na-akọ nwonyenye akọ [does
a woman lack money]?” “Me he nwe n meme ekwu ̣, wama ukpaa (ibe-ohoyi), wọma orome
[women process palm produce, Irvingia gabonensis and also pluck oranges].” “I cheru ne ego
shii n’iye whuḍuj̣a [do you think the money got from all these is small]?” “He nuẉhuẹre ogodo
[they also process and sell cassava].” Nrobo men see women as having many sources of
income and believe that women do not lack money. One elderly man recounts that his wife
was able to provide for the family during the famine period, from her savings.

According to Inglehart and Pippa (2003), an extensive literature in sociology and
anthropology has documented the familiar yet profound transformation of sex roles
associated with the process of societal modernization. One, virtually all preindustrial societies
emphasize childbearing and child rearing as the central goal for women and their most
important function in life, along with tasks such as food production and preparation at home;
jobs in the paid workforce are predominantly male. In post-industrial societies, gender roles
have increasingly converged because of a structural revolution in the paid labour force, in
educational opportunities for women, and in the characteristics of modern families. Two, in
most affluent countries, people are marrying later than in previous generations and having
fewer children. Three a rapid increase in premarital cohabitation is challenging the once-
privileged position held by marriage. An increasing number of women, especially those who
are married, have entered the paid labour force, creating the transition frommale breadwinner
to dual-earning families. Four, although the gender gap in rates of economic participation is
narrowing, women and men roles in the labour force continue to differ. Women still have to
juggle the demands of family responsibilities and market work, and they hold different jobs
than men do, often with lower status and rewards. These social trends raise questions about
long-established moral values and attitudes toward the family and gender roles that were once
taken for granted. Traditional family values have by no means disappeared, but they appear
to be under greater strain in modern societies (Hann and Hart, 2011).
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Theoretical analysis
Initially, what I projected to be used, as theoretical frameworks for this study were
functionalism as propounded by Malinowski (1944), and gender inequality theory as
propounded by Friedan (1963), from feminist perspectives. Even though I had a theoretical
sense of what I was setting out to investigate, it was impossible to determine the nature of
the result before actually going to the field. These two were chosen because of their general
applicability to the topic that I set out to study. However, data from Nrobo shows that
cultural feminism as propounded by Margaret Fuller, Jane Adams to mention only these,
who argued that in the governing of the state, society needed such women’s virtues as
cooperation, caring and pacifism (Ritzer and Stepnisky, 2014), is to be added at this stage.

In summary, functionalism sees gender relations in terms of function, which each gender
category performs for the overall survival andmaintenance of society. Based on this, there is
a need to divide these functions appropriately. The best way is the division of labour
between the male and female. Both male and female contribute to the overall functioning
and maintenance of the Nrobo. That is, if M is male and performs role a1, a2, and F is female
and performs role b1, b2, both a1 þ a2 and b1 þ b2 are seen as a complement of c, which
represents Nrobo. Hence, [(a1þ a2)þ (b1þ b2) = c] (Figure 1).

However, these roles, in the case of a2 and b2 are not gender constant in some cases. This
division of roles is needed, to keep the Nrobo going. The functions of each gender category
are needed to keep the society.

Figure 1.
Flow of function
among the Nrobo
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From the feminist theories reviewed, the theory of gender inequality is adopted as one of the
theoretical frameworks of this study. Four themes characterize feminist theorizing of gender
inequality. Men and women are situated in society not only differently but also unequally.
Women get less of the material resources, social status, power and opportunities for self-
actualization than do men who share their social location – be it a location based on class,
race, occupation, ethnicity, religion, education, nationality or any intersection of these
factors. This inequality results from the organization of society, for although individual
human beings vary in their profile of potentials and traits, no significant pattern of natural
variation distinguishes the sexes. All human beings are characterized by an intrinsic need
for self-actualization and by a fundamental malleability that lets them adapt to the
constraints or opportunities of their situations. To say that there is gender inequality is to
claim that women are situationally less empowered than men are to realize the need they
share with men for self-actualization. All inequality theorists assume that both women and
menwill respond easily to more egalitarian social structures and situations.

The ethnographic evidence on Nrobo refutes some of these assumptions. For example,
both men and women of Nrobo have differing views of who actually control resources.
Accepting that men do own land, most of the agricultural input on the land is controlled by
women. The assumption of women getting less because of how the society is organized is
not proven here. The evidence of this study supports the explanation by cultural feminist,
which extols the positive aspects of feminine personality.

Practical and policy implication
Practically, the finding of ethnography of this kind is beneficial to every facet of society.
This study exposes the structure of gender and economic relations of the Nrobo. As such,
the government, research and development institutes, NGOs and policy makers can acquire
insight that may assist in the formulation of policies that would improve the Nrobo.

Conclusion
Although the Nrobo society has witnessed acculturation, economic relations still reflect the
traditional structure. Even though there are still verbal expressions of gendered roles
division, it does not mirror what actually obtains in society, except bio-social roles.
Ideological superiority of men reflects the patrilineal kinship arrangement of the society.

Theoretically, some of the hypotheses of gender inequality (socialist) theory were
disputed because they could not adequately explain gender and economic relations in an
egalitarian-reflected society such as Nrobo. It therefore recommended that further research
in this area should be holistic to reflect/capture the interstices between kinship, political,
religious and gendered relations.
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