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Missionaries and Women Emancipation in Jgboland

purpose of procreation but also for the contributions they were expected to

make towards the wealth of their husbands. It is not surprising therefore

that in Igbo traditional society wives formed the major work force on the

farms and the produce of the farms were sold by the husband who also

kept the proceeds from such a sale.

Traditionally, things have been arranged in such a way that from the

very beginning women were made to occupy subordinate positions in

relation to their male counterparts. Women have lived under this condition

from the earliest times and have accepted it as a way of life. Even in the

Bible male and female are by no means depicted as one either in the sense

that one might mean equal in standing or in the sense of being similar in

nature and character. In traditional society women are usually portrayed

quite consistently as appendages of men. They are looked upon as

possessions of men, as goods which may be sold, disposed of, given away,

traded or just ordered about by men, as things which might better be seen

and not be heard.

As the traditional society is male chauvinistic women are equally

seen as the receptients of the rough end of a system of laws and customs

which differ significantly in their application according to gender. The

women are placed in a position of such demeaning, relative consequence
that they are not killed during wars, and the disgrace of having been killed

in battle by one of them is usually considered to be worse than death itself.

In Igbo traditional system it is generally the case that men judge,

foretell, fight, rule and legislate and women are either absent altogether or

else do little more than fill the background of the societal events, usually in

the role of some man's appendage or possession.

Throughout the traditional society it is the norm to find men

occupying the positions of authority and command. Men are the rulers, the

generals, the judges the priests and the landlords; and not because of their

proven ability to undertake such roles or because of any proven inability

among women, but rather simply because such roles are unquestionably

and automatically reserved for them; conversely men are specifically

designated to fill those roles.
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Missionaries and Women Emancipation in Jgbolllnd

Despite its predominantly negative attitude to women, the, traditional

society does not deny the possibility that there can be good women.

We do not want to state that women are not useful members of the

human society. Rather, their usefulness in traditional Igbo Society

cannot be equated with that of men hence, they are regarded as

passive.'

As a show of its male chauvinism the Igbo traditional society tends

to measure the goodness in women in relation to how well they serve their

husbands and is manifested in qualities such as loyalty, fidelity, piety and

the ability to keep house and rear children properly. As such good wives

are those who submit themselves to their husbands in all things, they must

be of a meek and quiet spirit, they must be chaste and reverent and seek

and display an inner rather than an outward adorning.

4. Missionaries and Women Emancipation

No history of the missionaries in Nigeria will be complete without

reference to the emancipation of women from all repressive bond that held

them from the beginning of time. Likewise no analysis of the progress of

women towards self-realization and actualization will be complete without

the mention of the role of the missionaries. This is because much of the

progress that has taken place in the status Of women and conception of

their role in the society has been due to the efforts of the missionaries.

The 'concern for women, makers of future homes, was the brain child

of Bishop Shanaham, who after seeing the good works done for the

raising of the social, religious, and educational standard of the men,

thought of the women folk and was determined to do something for

them."

Prior to the coming of the Missionaries, women were held to be the

private property of their husbands and even when they were not married

3Ifeanyi Ezeaku, 1990, p.l04.

"Rose Adure Njoku, The Advent of the Catholic Church in Nigeria, Its Growth

in Owerri Diocese (Owerri: Assumpta Press, 1980), p.95
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Missionaries and Women Emancipation in Igboland

be more productive in their homes. They were also taught the basis of

hygine and health care. This increased the sphere of women participation

in the affairs of the society.

The introduction of formal education by the missionaries was seen as

an important step towards the development of the society. Although the

missionaries' establishing schools was to a greater extent selfish as their

main purpose was to encourage literacy so as to make their missionary

work easier. Their introduction of formal education provided the

foundation from which the women became liberated.

While it is debatable that the mission education made no significant

contribution to the economic and social development of the people,

the education nevertheless contributed to the political emancipation

of the people.'

The influence of women missionaries effected a considerable change

in the status of women. In missionary women, the Igbo women saw their

kind breaking into a class which in their society was reserved for the men

only. To the menfolk missionary women served as examples of what their

women could do if they are given the chance and adequate encouragement.

5. Conclusion

The presentation of women in the society is consistently

condescending, patronizing, derogatory and in many places down right

insulting. Considering the negative picture painted of women virtually

throughout the traditional society we might expect to find somebody at

some time questioning the very need for them at all, suggesting that it

might be better to do without them. But on the other hand, recognizing that

without women there would he no procreation, no future and no humanity,

it is obvious that women cannot be completely put aside by all men for all

times. The whole process of assimilating our inheritance and constructing

and reconstructing our present and future is one which we know far too

little about, but if there is one thing we should have learnt it is that in the

past we have paid far too much attention to significant and leading

historical figures with the destructive result that we seriously

7RoseAdure Njoku, 1980, p.25 1.
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